Ten years after after the seminal book The Third Teacher showed how design could
help transform education, Murray Hudson met contributor and architect Trung Le at
the Art Institute of Chicago to reflect on the decade.

TRUNG LE

CHALLENGING THE CLASSROOM STATUS QUO

MH: What impact did The Third Teacher have when it
was published?

TL: Our work confirmed that there was a serious
conversation happening about education, that there was
a subtle but powerful shift — not about teaching, but
more about learning.

It's interesting how you can walk into a school and see
their attitude is more about teaching than it is about kids
and learning. It has permeated adults’ way of being, their
way of interacting with each other and certainly their
way with the kids. We just highlighted what was already
happening.

MH: When you began work on The Third Teacher
you were strongly influenced by Professor Stephen
Heppell. What was so radical about his ideas for
classroom design?

TL: Now that I'm looking back, it was quite
extraordinary how he was challenging how we perceive
the way we learn. The way we set up a classroom
dictates the way we learn but classrooms were typically
more about the way teachers wanted to teach.

When it came to designing schools there were dogmas
he wanted to challenge — one was the self-contained
classroom linked by endless corridors. He challenged
me to design a school without corridors. This wasn't
driven by any architectural need, it was driven by
schools having been designed the same way for so long
that it baked in behaviours and attitudes about how to
behave and act in school.

MH: What is your vision for the perfect classroom?
TL: My perfect vision of a classroom is that there are
no classrooms and that we never refer to a classroom
again. It opens up many things, like the place we are
today — The Art Institute of Chicago. It's funny that
we create places of learning like this and only once in a
while do we take our kids there. Ninety percent of the
time they sit in a square room.

MH: Is the classroom really destined for the dustbin?
TL: True, | do think that a sense of place is important
and the institution we call ‘school’ is still important.
Starbucks, for example, keeps data on the flow of
traffic through their stores and saw there was a spike
the day after 9/1I — people needed to be with others
to discuss things. Maybe we can go back to the idea

of sacred spaces like churches and plazas that connect
people together. Imagine if a school is not a series

of self-contained closed classrooms but a place of
exploration and wonder. We create these spaces all the
time, we just don't call them schools.

MH: The title of the book, The Third Teacher, comes
from an Italian educator’s premise that children learn
not just from adults and peers but their environment
as well. Increasingly technology plays a role — are
there any aspects of technology that concern you?
TL: | asked my son about this the other day. When

you went to a playground there are many things to

play with, to swing, bat or ball, he told me. In our
generation, he said, the virtual world is our playground.
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I'm not worrying about time they spend online, it's
what they’re doing online. It is pretty amazing you have
access to the entire sweep of human knowledge —
that's super powerful. Yet there’s bad stuff on there too.
We need to teach them skills to navigate this world. We
adults are having a problem with the alternative facts
out there as well. That's the era we're all entering, not
just our kids.

MH: How do you measure success when it comes to
education?

TL: That's an ongoing conversation. There obviously
needs to be assessment but more and more there’s an
observation that testing students is not the best way to
do that. It's very static and it measures only one thing
— the success of learning and ultimately the success

of the institution. | don't think that's been resolved yet
but there's some conclusion that over-testing results in
disengaged kids. There are examples of this, in South
Korea they are academically highly successful when

it comes to testing but you also see higher rate of
depression and suicides. In the US, there are kids going
through the same thing.

MH: Is the stress felt by students and teachers to
some extent self-imposed?

TL: Sure. It's the only game in town because they need
to have certain numbers in order to advance to the
next level of this game we call education.

MH: Are we approaching a crisis in education?

TL: I think we're on the tip of a dynamic and turbulent
period and long-standing norms are being questioned.
One is the cost of higher education. The 20th century
norm of starting kindergarten when you're five until
you're 2| or 22 coming out of college and ready for a
career is coming to an end. Educators know that. The
entire population is not being elevated, it's only a certain
portion of society and that gap is starting to widen. At
some point | think young people and more informed
parents will question whether college is the only path
to success. When | visit incubator places and see young
people starting tech businesses, | see this is possibly
another path to making a living. | think there is a new
emerging path starting to take root.

Most private schools are struggling with their value
proposition — $40K to send your kids to kindergarten,
$60K if you go to Northwestern or University of
Chicago. Spending that kind of money to leave higher
education with such debt, especially in the States? As

a parent I'm saying either I'm going to invest $50K in
your education or why don't | take that money and we
start a business together, or I'll fund that business. | think
we're hitting the third way.

The other thing is the impact of technology: we're a few
years away from artificial intelligence and there won't

be enough jobs to support college graduates. | see the
intersection of those two trends already happening.

MH: Tell us about artificial intelligence?

TL: Machine learning will be able to do things that

are repetitious so much better than human beings.
Anything you can codify can be replaced — that's

not just the welder being replaced by a robot. That's
doctors looking at x-rays, lawyers reading pages and
pages of text, accountants looking at sheets and sheets
of numbers. All those patterns that machines can do
faster, more efficiently and better than us.

MH: How do you sleep?

TL: I have four kids and | sleep because | continue to
follow people perceived as radically optimistic. | think
given the choice, if we don't have to work 40 hours a
week to earn a living, maybe we work 20 hours — but
we choose to do something valuable with that time.
Once we learn to live, there’s a sense of how do we
contribute to society. That for me is comforting. That's
the great quality about human beings, for the most part
we do really remarkable things. | think you've got to

be an optimist but it's active optimism — which means
that we actively participate in the conversation and
implement change rather than just waiting. That's the
cool thing about being a designer, we have the power
collectively to do something good.

Murray Hudson is the co-editor and Bbntributor to
Planning Learning Spaces, published by Laurence King
Publishing. Out now.



