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Praise for Creating Classroom Magic

Walt Disney was a pioneer in so many ways. His brilliant belief in the power of play, of storytelling and imagination, has yet to really be fully-tapped in education—until now. Shauna Pollock’s treasure trove of Disney-inspired ideas for re-imagining the classroom is sure to create “Wonderful Worlds” in schools around the world. This is not only a tribute to Disney, but an important continuation of the work he began.

— Peter H. Reynolds
Author/Illustrator, The Dot and Ish; Co-Founder, Fablevision

Great teachers dream big and create magic for their students. If you want to leave a legacy and be one of those big dreamers, study this book and implement what you learn.

— Lee Cockerell
Former Executive Vice President, Walt Disney World Resort

Using Walt Disney’s journey as an example, students will not only learn how he achieved his dreams and the challenges he overcame along the way, but understand how to leverage them in their daily lives. Shauna uses Walt’s words and stories to educate, inform, entertain, and inspire a new generation of dreamers and doers.

— Lou Mongello
Host, WDWRadio.com

Much like her hero, Shauna saw a way to make education better, grabbed it, and ran with it. This book takes the risks of Walt Disney into the education circle with a verve and outlook that would make the Mouse proud.

— Doug Robertson
Author, He’s the Weird Teacher and THE Teaching Text (You’re Welcome)

The world is changing faster than any of us can even realize, much less explain. In this book, Shauna Pollock lays out some well-supported principles that should guide all of us in coping with the pace of change. Anyone who wants to stay relevant  should read this book.

— Angela Maiers
Educator, Author, Speaker




This book is dedicated to my hero, Molly. You don’t get to meet a lot of unicorns. I am so lucky that I got to meet one.
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Foreword

While working at EPCOT with Dr. Charles Lewis, a leading health educator from UCLA, he shared his philosophy on teaching, “If it’s a ton of fun and an ounce of information, you’ll reach a teachable moment.” I love that!

You might say I was a student of Walt’s inasmuch as the studio was much like a college campus. There was a freedom to learn from everyone. There was an open-door policy that encouraged and supported being inquisitive, curious, and the sharing of ideas and information. I learned so much from everyone I ever worked with. When I had my own design firm outside of Disney, I found I was not only teaching and guiding those that worked for me, but I was also a student and learning from them as well.

Shauna has such an impressive and unique approach to teaching. I thoroughly enjoyed that Walt Disney’s philosophy was applied to teaching in general. This book is a great example of what teaching should be about. Focusing on the individual, never making them feel uncomfortable, recognizing each person’s strengths, encouraging them to “color outside the lines” and “follow their own ideas”, no matter how crazy.

—Rolly Crump
Former Disney Imagineer
October, 2015

Foreword

I have been a Disney historian for over forty years with published work that has received some recognition for its accuracy and insight into the many worlds of Disney.

I also spent nearly two decades as a public middle school teacher balancing innovative approaches to learning with the necessities of formal testing and grades.

In many ways, Walt Disney had a fairly untraditional education by modern standards. His mother, Flora, was a certificated teacher who came from a family of teachers.

Flora home-schooled Walt for two years because the family decided they should wait until his younger sister was also old enough for school so that Walt could take her there and bring her back. They couldn’t spare anyone else from the farm to do so.

Walt was almost seven years old before he was enrolled in Park School, a two-story red brick building with two hundred students ranging from grade school to high school. Later, when the family moved to Kansas City, Missouri, Walt was enrolled in Benton Grammar School where he graduated on June 8, 1917.

Walt’s first period was English and he said he especially liked the stories by Sir Walter Scott (Ivanhoe), Charles Dickens (A Tale of Two Cities), and Robert Louis Stevenson (Treasure Island).

All of these selections were in the McGuffey Eclectic Readers, a popular series of school books edited by William Holmes McGuffey. The series consisted of stories, poems, essays, and speeches. The Advanced Readers contained excerpts from the works of great writers like John Milton, Shakespeare, Poe, Sir Walter Scott, and Louisa Mae Alcott.

Walt loved to read about everything and anything and maintained large and varied libraries both at home and at work when he grew older. His staff considered him one of the most educated men in the world because of this exposure and Walt’s curiosity to learn from everyone.

Walt also learned the rigidity of a traditional school curriculum. One of his assignments in art class was to draw some flowers. Being Walt, he put faces on them and hands and arms instead of leaves. His teacher, Mrs. Olson, criticized him in front of the entire class that flowers do not have faces. In 1932, Walt’s Silly Symphony with faces on flowers, entitled Flowers and Trees, won the first Oscar for an animated cartoon.

As one of Disney’s classmates, Nathan Bassin, later remembered:

We were supposed to be studying geography, but Walt was slouched in his chair, drawing cartoons behind our big geography book. Mr. Cottingham [the principal at Benton school] came walking down the aisle. He stood beside Walt’s desk and said sternly, “Young man, you’ll never amount to anything if this is how you do your studies.”

Walt was enrolled in McKinley High School in Chicago, but did not even finish one year before he ran off to join the Red Cross Ambulance Corps in France at the age of sixteen. When he returned, he had gained so much practical experience of the world that he didn’t feel it was necessary to return to finish school, especially since his grades had been average, at best.

In spring 1965, California’s Superintendent of Public Instruction, Dr. Max Rafferty, stirred up some controversy when we wrote an article for the Los Angeles Times stating that, in his considered opinion, Walt was “the greatest educator of this century”.

In 1938, the year the animated feature Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was in wide public release, Walt got an honorary master of science degree from USC on June 4, an honorary master of arts degree from Yale University on June 22 and an honorary of master of arts degree from Harvard University on June 23. Boston University had also approached Walt and offered him an honorary degree for their June 13 ceremonies, but Walt turned them down because he felt he had already accepted enough offers that same year.

Not bad for a kid who never graduated high school and was sometimes suspicious that college graduates may have had some exposure to theories, but little hands-on experience to the real world or other disciplines.

The California Institute of the Arts, or Cal Arts, is a private university located in Valencia. The institute was conceived by Walt Disney, who was inspired by memories of the making of his film Fantasia (1940), where animators, dancers, composers, and artists all collaborated and learned from each other, as well as Walt Disney Imagineering, where engineers, computer programmers, electricians, and others with technological expertise mixed with different artists.

Walt stated:

There is an urgent need for a professional school which will not only give its students thorough training in a specific field, but will also allow the widest possible range of artistic growth and expression. I like the workshop idea, with students being able to drop in and learn all kinds of different things. A school should offer a kind of cross-pollination that would develop the best in its students.

Cal Arts, following Walt’s concept, became a lauded approach to interdisciplinary education and one of the most prestigious art colleges in the world. Many of the imaginative thinkers of Pixar Animation got their start at Cal Arts and their films all include a hidden reference to A113, the classroom where they all started, as a tribute to an untraditional approach to material.

Shauna has been a passionately dedicated teacher for many years. She is constantly exploring new pathways to educating students. Her explorations led her to Walt Disney, who championed some unconventional approaches to learning, including the belief that a formal education was not necessarily beneficial to later success and happiness.

In this book, Shauna has attempted to do the same thing. Using the philosophies of Walt Disney as a springboard, she proposes some intriguing ideas on how to transform the typical educational setting into one of exciting creative choices that enrich both the teacher and the student.

Instead of the limited, often frightening and mind-numbing environment found in too many classrooms of today, Shauna offers encouragement to take some risks and return to the true foundation of what learning should be.

Just like Walt felt, it should be fun and exciting to explore everything, even if it is outside your focus of study, and to learn from everyone you meet, because you never know when that knowledge might transfer to something you really want to do.

If Walt were alive today, he would be looking at every possibility to use new resources to educate and enlighten. He might even have a copy of this book on his bookshelves to browse at his leisure to help inspire him to look at things a little differently and to make changes.

It would be nice to think there might be some other Walts out there, and that incorporating some of the ideas in this book might nurture them during their formative years.

Jim Korkis
Disney Historian
August 2015

Introduction

To all who come to this happy place: welcome. This book is your book. Here you may relive fond memories of the past and savor the challenge and promise of the future. I hope this book will be a source of joy and inspiration to all who find it.

I’m so happy you’ve chosen to come on a journey with me in this book.

When I was in elementary school and assigned to research a famous person for a biography, I chose Walt Disney. A lot of people don’t separate Walt Disney the person from Walt Disney the company. Even his daughter Diane, as a child, asked him if he was the famous Walt Disney from the Walt Disney Company. She only knew him as Walt Disney, dad. He confirmed that was him, and she asked for his autograph. When I first read that story, I fell in love with it. In fact, in the first Walt Disney biography I wrote as a grade five student, I badly plagiarized it word for word from Bernice Selden’s Walt Disney: Maker of Magical Worlds as the opening to my project. Since then, I’ve learned a lot about intellectual property and will happily share stories and quotes, but this time, will give them proper credit.

You’ll notice that I refer to Walt Disney by his first name, Walt. This is because he insisted on a first-name culture in his company. Bill “Sully” Sullivan told me that Walt said to him, “There are only two misters at Disneyland. Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Toad.” Using first names created an atmosphere of familiarity and friendliness. Consider the possibilities if you adopted this idea in your school.

Walt Disney is someone whom I greatly admire and have learned many lessons from. Many others have as well. In fact, there are a huge number of books that have been written about how to use lessons from his life in business, management, and leadership. After watching Tom Hanks’ portrayal of Walt in Saving Mr. Banks, my interest in Walt was reignited, and I began to read every book I could get my hands on. No longer simply interested in the facts of his life for a school project, I read about Walt through the lens I see everything through—that of a teacher. Very quickly, I realized that there were so many things for me to learn from his legacy.

Walt was an incredible innovator and storyteller. Lessons from his life can be easily transferred to education. Certainly there are educators around the world inspired by Walt, but no one has yet written a book about it. I insist that my students do research and work that is “Un-Googleable”. They have to find new ways to look at things and share the discoveries they make. They cannot merely read the work that others have done. The book I have been searching to read is one that takes lessons from Walt’s life and ties them to the classroom. Before my publisher contacted me, it didn’t exist, it was an Un-Googleable project. I feel so fortunate to be able to write the book I wanted to read.

Experimental Prototype Classroom of Tomorrow

One of the most compelling dreams Walt had was his last dream. He made his final filmed appearance talking about his plans for EPCOT—the Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow—in 1966. He introduced the world to his idea for a futuristic city, one in which families would experience the newest in cutting-edge technologies in their home and work lives and be a model for the rest of the world. He said people would be able to “actually live a life they can’t find anywhere else in the world”. It would constantly be evolving, “always introducing and testing and demonstrating new materials and new systems”. In a planning meeting for EPCOT, Walt described his vision for the city simply: “People will be king.”

Walt’s dream for EPCOT sparked something in me, and my EPCOTclass was born. My grade 3/4s and I were the Experimental Prototype Classroom of Tomorrow. Like Walt’s dream, the people were the key element. With demands coming from all directions, it’s easy to be overwhelmed by school and board policies, paperwork, standardized tests, and the thousands of tiny puzzle pieces that make teaching feel like juggling, and forget that we’re here for the kids. In my EPCOTclass, the students were the center. We dreamed big, co-designed our learning opportunities, took risks, learned from our failures, and created a supportive, exciting community.

The Way Things Are

The system of public education in North America has changed very little in the past two centuries. The way that Walt and his mother and his grandparents were schooled is very similar to the widespread and accepted model for education today. There is a complicated and convoluted history of education in North America, and all the details do not fit neatly into this narrative. David Nasaw, in Schooled to Order: A Social History of Public Schooling in the United States, explains that the primary purpose of elementary schooling in the mid-1800s was to reform “the moral character of the children of failed artisans and farmers from both sides of the Atlantic.” They were tasked with “preparing their poor, working-class, and immigrant adolescents for future lives in city and factory”.

A strong influence on public schools in North America came from observations of the Prussian model and were intended to “better maintain social order and increase material productivity”. Sir Ken Robinson and Lou Aronica expand on this in Creative Schools: The Grassroots Revolution That’s Transforming Education: “If you design a system to do something specific, don’t be surprised if it does it. If you run an education system based on standardization and conformity that suppresses individuality, imagination, and creativity, don’t be surprised if that’s what it does.”

Einstein said, “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.” Real change requires innovative thinking. Use the stories within this book to inspire you to look at an old system in a new way. Make the classroom of tomorrow happen today.

The Way Things Can Be

School is done to kids. It isn’t good enough. The students are often passive recipients of information instead of being active agents in their own learning. In fact, I have seen that the standardized, “traditional” model of education isn’t working. Schools should be places of wonder, excitement, curiosity, creativity, and creation. Changing things within a system is difficult, but gradually, every little innovation that is tested and effects change in individual classrooms can be celebrated, learned from and inspire someone else to make a change. There are a lot of things that I’ve done to make my classroom different than what many people are used to.

We have gotten accustomed to an outdated educational system—one that was designed for people living in a very different world than we live in today. The only thing that the current North American schooling model prepares students for is more school. Instead of seeing the future, we lean on the past. In Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City, Sam Gennawey wrote, “the design for EPCOT was not revolutionary but evolutionary”. It is urgent that we rethink education and evolve to prepare children for the future they are hurtling into. Almost fifty years ago, Walt planned the schools in his vision of EPCOT, imagining a new kind of system to “welcome new ideas so that everyone who grows up in EPCOT will have skills in pace with today’s world”. We are quickly losing that pace and our students can’t wait to catch up. We have to make changes now.

As I researched, spoke about, and wrote this book, I kept returning to a central question: what is the purpose of school? Why do children attend school from the ages of four to eighteen? Almost anyone would answer with something like: to learn to be productive, happy members of society.

We get distracted along the way, though. If we want students to be happy at the end of schooling, why do we allow them to feel unsuccessful and unhappy along the way? Almost every child approaches the start of schooling with a mixture of trepidation and intense excitement. School feels magical at first. Years of being forced to conform, follow strict rules, and memorize what amounts to useless content in our information-filled world tarnish that excitement. A few years in, many students no longer feel that their hours spent in the classroom are magical.

The Disney parks are known around the world as the “happiest place on earth”. Some people are lucky enough to spend one (or a few) days in their lives there. Most people spend more than 2500 days of their lives in school. Shouldn’t there be happiness in all of those days?

In this book, I will share with you many ways to make your classroom more happy and hope that you’ll take some of those ideas and develop them further to turn your classroom into the happiest place on earth. Teachers set the tone in their classrooms and you are empowered to make magic. You can create a situation in which students feel like they are seen, heard, and celebrated, and they feel safe to imagine, dream, innovate, and create.

Innovation isn’t easy. Though you may understand what is not working and have a vision of what you think could, the steps to connect the two are challenging. People are used to the accepted system and will question and doubt you as you try to change. Alfie Kohn reminds us in The Schools Our Children Deserve: Moving Beyond Traditional Classrooms and “Tougher Standards” that “[t]he features of our children’s classrooms that we find the most reassuring—largely because we recognize them from our own days in school—typically turn out to those least likely to help students become effective and enthusiastic learners”. Rows of desks, a teacher at the front of the room delivering knowledge, tests that determine a student’s retention of that knowledge, competition for ranking, and rewards in the form of grades are comfortable only because of their familiarity.

Walt Disney said, “The greatest natural resource [is the] minds of our children.” With our students, we can discover the world around us and learn in engaging ways. We just have to be willing to be a little uncomfortable as we blaze a new trail.

Telling Walt’s Story to Tell My Own

In sharing about Walt’s life and legacy, I have made every effort to use Walt’s own voice. He is endlessly quotable and I have included many of Walt’s own words in this book. I have also had the incredible joy of meeting and talking to some real live Disney Legends who knew, worked with, and learned from Walt. Their unique experiences and reflections added a new level of understanding for me. They were proud storytellers filled with memories and passion that they were generously willing to share. I also rely on some of Walt’s fictional characters and stories to tell my own. References to Walt’s creative works included in this book were carefully selected to enhance the story and are all projects he was inextricably involved in personally.

In telling Walt’s story, I share my own. More importantly, I can share the stories of a handful of the hundreds of students I have been lucky enough to build classroom communities with over the last ten years. I reached out to former students and parents to reflect on the impact our time together has had on them over the years. Included in this book are some of those memories, in their own words. Using our experiences as a model, I hope that you will find inspiration.

How to Use This Book

This book has been written to allow you to reflect on your practices and design your classroom in a purposeful, thoughtful way. See the future and see what your students need, even if they don’t know how to ask for it. As you read, I hope you will find it both entertaining, as it gives you a perspective on Walt’s life you may not have considered, and informative, validating the choices you make and encouraging you to keep innovating for the sake of your students. In Teach Like a Pirate, Dave Burgess says, “At some point in your career you have to decide if you care more about teaching to tests or teaching kids. My decision was made a long time ago. I teach kids.” With a vision like Dave’s, the challenges and roadblocks against change are much easier to overcome.

Most importantly, you are the reason I am sharing these stories. This book is intended to be read by educators to improve the student and teacher experience. In his description of EPCOT, Walt provides us with an excellent description for a magical, innovative classroom, one that can be “always in a state of becoming”, “never cease to be a living blueprint of the future”, and “be a showcase to the world for…ingenuity and imagination”. EPCOT was intended to be a living laboratory; products and processes designed in on-site research and design centers would have been implemented immediately and tested on real consumers. Classrooms can be like that. Things that you do don’t have to be perfect; in fact, if you wait for them to be perfect, you’ll be waiting forever. Test new ideas, learn together, see how what you do transforms the learning in your classroom.

In Creative Schools: The Grassroots Revolution That’s Transforming Education, Sir Ken Robinson wrote, “If you’re involved in education in any way—you can be part of the change. To do that, you need three forms of understanding: a critique of the way things are, a vision of how they should be, and a theory of change for how to move from one to the other.” I hope that you’ll use this book to build your theory of change and find ways to improve the student experience by creating an environment where you and your students love to spend time.

When I recently moved cities and left my school, someone asked me if the atmosphere and learning environment my students and I had created could be replicated or if it only worked because I was there with them. I absolutely believe that it can be replicated. I believe that every person is filled with passion and can be creative. I believe that every classroom can be a safe, warm, entertaining place where students and teachers are excited to go every day. That is what this book is for. By sharing my inspirations, experiences, and ideas, I hope to support you in creating an atmosphere and learning environment that inspires others.

The book is deliberately ordered to guide and scaffold your learning. Picture the book’s structure as a Jenga tower. Without a strong base, the upper levels would not be supported. The book is divided into four parts that guide you through the process of creating a magical classroom. The foundation is Experiment. In it, you reflect on your philosophies and practices and make plans for how to move forward. Next is Prototype, which will help you to develop a plan of action in more detail. Classroom Community follows, and gives practical, concrete details about how to create a positive, supportive, innovative culture. This is the part that includes the most classroom examples and stories, though they are also scattered throughout the entire book. Finally, the book concludes with Tomorrow, which encourages you to learn from the past to make the future better. At the end of the book you are reminded that things can always improve. I recommend reading the parts in order, as they unfold in a logical way and the ideas in early parts build upon the foundation laid out in later ones.

Within each part, there are several chapters that explore, in further detail, the overall theme. Each chapter begins with a summary of what is contained within, in the form of an AA Milne-inspired “In which” statement. For many, Walt Disney is inseparable as a person and brand, but for the purposes of this book, I have separated them. Instead of a focus on the brand, you will read about the man behind the brand. I met with people who knew him and carry on his legacy. At the beginning of each chapter, I use quotes by Walt Disney, the people who worked directly with him, or song lyrics from films made during his life, ones that he was actively involved in creating or overseeing. Following the quote(s), you will read stories that explain the title, introduction, and quotations. Then, you will find information about how all this relates to teaching. There will be ideas, processes, and examples included. Finally, each chapter concludes with a series of questions encouraging you to “Consider the Following” and reflect on what you have read. I encourage you to write your answers or talk about them. By simply skimming these questions, you are missing out on the opportunity to apply the learning to your own life and make lasting change. 

A Note About Technology

Throughout this book, I share strategies and methods to incorporate technology into the classroom. The tools and suggestions are offered as guidance and support in enhancing excellent practices. No technology can replace good pedagogy or a caring teacher. 

I am well aware that much of the technology mentioned in this book will quickly become outdated. With the speed that technology is advancing, it is challenging to predict how long any tool will remain relevant. Perhaps, in later editions, there will be brand-new technologies and tools to include. Please excuse any hilariously outdated references, no matter when you are reading this. 

A Note About Pronouns

You may notice the pronoun “their” is used in the singular as well as plural in this book. This a deliberate writing choice. In order to be inclusive for people who don’t identify with the gender binary, I have adopted the pronoun “their”, as it is the preferred pronoun of many individuals and includes everyone on the gender spectrum. I explain this here to raise awareness and understanding amongst readers and to encourage you to consider discussing this with students as well. Creating safe, welcoming places for all individuals is a key theme in this book.

A Note About Student Voice

Throughout this book, you will notice that there are direct quotations from students and parents. Several volunteers filled out a survey or participated in interviews to help with this book. Each person mentioned by name gave permission (or in the cases of respondents under the age of 18, gave parental permission) for their names and words to be used. I am aware of privacy concerns both in this book and in the classroom. A lesson that I teach early and often is to get permission before using the ideas, words, names, or images of others. 

What Is Classroom Magic?

Magic happens in a classroom when the stresses and challenges fade away and the teacher and students can focus on the good stuff. A magic classroom is one where everyone is happy to be there. It occurs when a child finally “clicks” and understands a difficult concept or solves a problem. It happens when a student exceeds expectations and surprises themself with what they can do. 

By identifying, embracing, and following through with your dreams, despite hurdles, you can make magic in your classroom and model a positive learning attitude for your students. Everyone can make magic. It is a matter of being present, attentive, considerate, and creative. Making magic is a process and this book will help you on your journey. There are many hints, examples, and stories of magic in classrooms included. 

You surely have magical moments that you recall fondly from your time teaching. Hold onto those teachable moments, the reactions you’ve garnered from students, the impact and connections you’ve made. This book will help you celebrate those magical moments and cultivate more.

Take the ideas in this book, make them your own, make them better, and share what you’ve done. I would love to hear your stories.

And be sure to visit the accompanying website: 

CreatingClassroomMagic.com

Part One

EXPERIMENT

I can never stand still. I must explore and experiment. I am never satisfied with my work. I resent the limitations of my own imagination.

—Walt Disney

Experimentation leads to discoveries. Set your purpose and state what you are trying to find, be, or do. Through being open to and trying new things, you will be amazed at what you can determine.

You can experiment with your students’ learning. In fact, you have to. In order to find the best way to guide and support them, you need to try a wide variety of different strategies, methods, and techniques. 

Don’t let yourself think, “My students can’t do that.” As you explore these chapters, realize that the only limitations to imagination are those you place on yourself and your students. You will have to personalize ideas and concepts for your own class. Model for them what you want and create an environment where they are free to experiment, and you will see passion become contagious. 

In this part, you will learn how to define your dreams into a clear vision statement which will serve as your life’s purpose and guide you through the process of creating an Experimental Prototype Classroom of Tomorrow. You will explore the important role of dream builder you have for your students. You will build healthy ego strength and believe in the power of your ideas. You will create a mission statement to help move you forward to your vision. You will identify and list your core values. You will be empowered to take risks in your classroom so that you can lead your students toward success.

chapter one

Dream Big

in which walt begins dreaming and never stops

If your heart is in your dream
No request is too extreme
When you wish upon a star
As dreamers do.

—from “When You Wish Upon a Star” (Pinocchio)

Once upon a time, a little boy spent hours at a time lying at the base of a huge cottonwood tree. He sprawled out on his belly, observing the plants as they moved in the wind and the insects that crawled by. He enjoyed watching animals and birds and listening to the sounds of nature. He climbed the branches of the tree with his little sister and, with his imagination, they went on great adventures. He lay on his back and gazed up through the leaves into an impossibly blue sky and dreamed. Maybe he looked forward to starting school and learning about the world. Maybe he thought about the steam train he had recently ridden on. Maybe he built the main street of the town in his mind. Maybe he came up with ideas of how to make his family laugh. Maybe he imagined the farm animals had personalities. Maybe he took the characters from his favorite books on new adventures.

Once upon a time, you too spent hours sitting or lying or climbing, imagining and dreaming. At some point, you may have been told to stop gazing out the window and to pay attention. You may have been admonished to “take your head out of the clouds”. The adventures that you imagined may have faded away as you were told to stop daydreaming.

The little boy at the base of the cottonwood tree didn’t stop dreaming. No matter where he went for the rest of his life, his child-like imagination could bring him back to what he fondly remembered as the “Dreaming Tree”.

The Dreaming Tree

Since you picked up a book with Walt Disney’s name on the cover, you’ve certainly figured out that the little boy mentioned above was Walt Disney. Right after the world entered the twentieth century, Walter Elias Disney was born. Though he was born in Chicago, his earliest memories were of the farm he lived on in Marceline, Missouri, with his parents, three older brothers, and little sister. His family arrived on the farm when Walt was only four and a half years old and stayed there for four years. Between home schooling sessions with his mother, Flora, and waiting for his little sister, Ruth, to grow old enough so the two could go to school together, he spent time exploring and dreaming. Unlike his older brothers, he wasn’t old enough to help out on the farm and perhaps retreated to the Dreaming Tree and nearby pond to escape his strict father.

Though he didn’t identify it at the time, Walt was beginning a lifetime of dreaming of ways to make the world a happier place. The stories he heard from his mother and those he made up ignited his lifelong passion for storytelling. He later called the time under the tree “belly botany” and credits his imaginative observations with inspiring his “Silly Symphony” cartoons.

When Walt finally began school, he found it a disappointing experience. He frequently got in trouble for failing to pay attention, doodling and not following instructions. Seats were assigned according to achievement in class. Walt was placed in a seat near the back door and labelled the “second dumbest” for not paying attention. After catching him drawing behind a book he was supposed to be reading, his principal told him he’d never amount to anything. He learned early on that the restrictions of school didn’t work for him and took the initiative to find creative outlets outside of school, making drawings for neighbors, learning speeches of his hero, Abraham Lincoln, and performing shows for friends and family. His creativity was not kindled in school, and he left it as soon as he could.

Throughout the rest of his life, Walt stayed true to his nature. Nearly fifty years after his days lying under the Dreaming Tree, in an interview with McCall’s magazine, Walt’s wife, Lillian said,, “I maintain that Walt’s imagination flies so high he naturally sees a little further than the rest of us”.

Like Walt, we all started off dreaming. The sky wasn’t even a limit for our imaginations. Somewhere along the journey of growing up, we were taught to be “more realistic” and leave dreaming behind. Lots of people ignored those lessons and continue to dream big. Those are the people who change the world.

As a teacher, I have had the opportunity to dream with hundreds of students. Some of them come into our classroom ready to share their dreams. Others have already been taught that dreaming isn’t a realistic way to live. Together, we work to create an environment where dreaming is not only encouraged, it’s a necessity.

Through his career, Walt worked with and influenced thousands of employees. He had to retrain many of these adults to embrace their “blue-sky dreams”. He created a revolutionary company that continues to cultivate curiosity and inspire its employees and customers.

Teachers as Dreamers

In order to get in touch with your dreams, you need to give yourself the time and space to let your imagination wander. Walt’s hours at the Dreaming Tree gave him this time and space. In our increasingly connected world, taking time to sit and think and dream may initially feel like a waste.

I have a busy brain. I trick myself into thinking I make good use of it by doing many things at once, I tell myself I’m multitasking. I think that I’m doing lots of things efficiently as I have many things on the go at once. While I am listening to a podcast, I’m scrolling through interesting blog posts and links from people I admire on Twitter, and I write notes on my phone, Google Drive, and on paper about different topics. Generally, I’m just doing lots of things badly. Instead of focusing on one task, my mind is divided between many. My focus on each task is not what it should be. When I’m that busy, I come up with lots of creative ideas, but it’s impossible to develop a single one. I am constantly over-stimulated and it’s my own doing. My most exciting, fleshed-out ideas come to me in the car and in the shower. It’s not difficult to figure out why. Those are the only times I’m fairly quiet and fairly still. By having to be totally physically engaged in the task at hand—driving or washing—I’m not able to try to manage a dozen other things. Instead, my mind can wander. I can go back to my own imagination and think creatively and deeply. For me, getting away from my phone and my laptop and my TV and my Kindle is effective dreaming time. I am not distracted by lists and articles and bookmarks. Instead, I can dream.

Good ideas lie dormant in the back of your mind. They need time and space to incubate. You absolutely need to give yourself the opportunity to dream and create a vision for your future.

I encourage you to find out how to slow your own mind and body and find a place and time where you can dream. Take the time to imagine possibilities, to let go of the constraints of reality and think creatively. You were great at this once. Like Walt, you were born to dream. As a child, you spent lots of time in your imagination. I remember my youngest brothers constantly asking one another, “Do you want to play a game in our imagination?” They spent hours in their own little world, almost sharing one imagination.

Once you have found the time and space to let yourself dream, reflect on what your dreams are. Not many teachers take the job for money, fame, or even the holidays. Most of you got into it because of your passion for helping others, your interest in a particular content area, or hope for the future. If you got into teaching for money, fame, or the holidays, you probably didn’t even make it this far into the book. If you did indeed get into teaching because of passion, dreaming big will allow you to tap into that passion.

Walt started the Disney company because of his passion. He said, “All I know about money is that I have to have it to do things. I neither wish nor intend to amass a personal fortune. Money may worry me, but it does not excite me. Ideas excite me.”

Walt was never satisfied with the way things were. He imagined ways he could do things better. He was forward thinking. Now, almost fifty years after his death, we can read about his accomplishments and it seems as if he could see the future. In fact, Walt saw what he wanted and made it happen. He didn’t predict the future, he created the future he wanted.

I am not satisfied with what is regarded as traditional education. I spend a lot of time imagining ways to do things better. Chief amongst those ways is to share my ideas with others, friends, colleagues, parents of my students, my online network through my blog and Twitter, and most of all, my students. By talking about what may be, exciting ideas develop and grow.

I am sure that you have many dreams, and if you give yourself the opportunity to identify them, you will be able to create the future you want. For the purposes of this book, I want you to begin to consider your professional dreams. Consider your vision for education. If money, time, and resources were not limitations, what would your classroom, your school, or your district look like?

Blue-sky thinking is a term that appears often if you read about Walt and the Disney company. Blue-sky thinking allows people to think limitlessly. Think of a clear blue sky—there is no end in sight. The same is true with creative ideas. Give yourself and your students permission to dream huge. Once you figure out your big dreams, then you can narrow them down.

Teachers as Visionaries

Once you practice Blue-sky thinking and your imagination has run wild, it’s time to make your dream clear so that you can communicate it to others. Many companies and corporations create a vision statement to provide a clear description of a dream. A vision statement differs from a mission statement in that the vision statement focuses far in the future, while a mission statement is focused on the short term future, the next one to three years. Both summarize goals and objectives.

There are a variety of definitions and parameters for vision statements. For the purposes of this book, a vision statement states your purpose. It includes a set of ideas that describe the future state of your personal or professional life. Consider what the best-case scenario is for five, ten, twenty, or more years from now. Dream big. That is your vision. For many years, the Walt Disney Company’s formal vision statement was: “We make people happy.” In recent years, it’s been changed to a much wordier statement that defines that purpose in an unnecessarily extended way. Ask almost any Disney employee and they’ll still tell you the vision of the company is those four simple words: “We make people happy.” I think that’s an extraordinary vision. Not only is it clear and concise, but it describes everything that Walt aspired to do.

I defined my life’s purpose, my own vision statement, nine years into my formal teaching career. I watched the “How to Know Your Life’s Purpose in 5 Minutes” TED Talk by film producer Adam Leipzig (who, incidentally was an executive at Disney at one point in his career). In the speech, Adam asks five deceptively simple, but remarkably poignant questions. You can do this right now. It could even take you less than five minutes, especially if you’ve given yourself time to dream. Write something down as soon as you’re done with this chapter. If you don’t love it, come back to it later. Ask yourself: Who are you? What is the one thing you feel supremely qualified to provide to other people? Who do you do it for? What do these people want or need from you? How do they change or transform as a result of what you give them? With those five questions, I discovered: I’m Shauna. I create safe, inspiring places for kids. They need someone who believes in them. I help them become the people they never knew they could be.

Once you have a vision statement, live it. Come back to it often. Share it. Post it—physically or online, or both. When you’re feeling lost or don’t know what decision to make, refer back to it. By defining your vision, you will find it easier to chart your path in life. Your vision is your definition of success. Reflect on your progress often and celebrate all the things you do to live your vision.

As an educator, your vision statement will likely reflect your desire to help others. “In order to make good on your chosen task, it’s important to have someone you want to do it for,” Walt said. “The greatest moments in life are not concerned with selfish achievement, but rather with the things we do for the people we love and esteem, and whose respect we need.”

Teachers as Dream Builders

Take the time to cultivate creativity and celebrate dreams in your classroom. Imagine if Walt’s teachers had. Speaking to creative thinkers, the one piece of advice they all give me when I ask how to make classrooms better is: “Kids should be able to dream.”

The world needs visionaries who see things differently to keep us moving forward. There is no one better at blue-sky thinking than kids. They just need the permission to nourish their big dreams.

Childhood is about dreaming. Life is about following your dreams. Somewhere in between we forget that. Allow yourself, and the children in your life, to dream. School may be the safest, most secure place your students have. It should be about the best, most inspirational parts of life. Melissa Burke spent grade seven and eight with me. It was remarkable to see her confidence in herself blossom over those two years. She just graduated from a well-respected arts-based high school. She wrote:

Shauna really motivated me to do what I love while making an impact at school, as well as preparing me for the future. I have a passion for singing, and when I sang during my school’s Black History Month assembly, she got my performance taped and asked if she could upload it to YouTube. She also supported me while I was preparing my audition for the music program at a high school for the arts. She taught me that anything is possible, and she was the biggest cheerleader when we were on the starting paths to chasing our dreams.

As teachers, we share our own learning with our students. George Steiner wrote: “The calling of the teacher… There is no craft more privileged. To awaken in another human being powers, dreams beyond one’s own; to induce in others a love for that which one loves; to make of one’s inward present their future; that is a threefold adventure like no other.”

Ignite a spark of imagination in your students. Sharing your passion and dreams will tell your students that they are safe to do the same. When you consider each child an individual and guide them in dreaming and defining their visions in life, you give them an incredible gift. Students will know that you value them and their dreams when you give them the chance to explore who they are and what they can do. The summer after grade three, Hudson Paterson wrote, “Shauna taught me not to give up on my dreams. Sometimes you don’t have to follow instructions to follow your dreams”.

Slow down. Give your students time to think and to imagine and to dream. Find out what they are thinking about and help them set goals based on their dreams. Guide them in sharing their dreams. Instead of scouring Pinterest for fancy bulletin board ideas, have the students write and illustrate their dreams and post them on top of blue paper to represent blue-sky thinking and remind them to dream big and beautifully.

I taught Morgan Moor in grades 7 and 8. She is now heading to college and wrote:

Shauna taught me that it doesn’t matter what your dream is or how big it is, as long as it matters to you.

Johnny Kurulek was one of my “Rainbow Eggheads” (our grade 5/6 class name) when he was in grade five. A year later, he reflected on our time together: “She tells you to reach for your goals and lets you do that in the classroom.” Your students naturally dream. Give them time and space to do so in the classroom. Make it safe to imagine, create, and share ideas. Let them build upon the things they imagine. That’s the start.

Walt was a lifelong dreamer. Many describe him as a visionary. He looked at the world as an exciting place with no limits. Every week, he took his daughters on a special outing, a chance for them to play and dream together. When his daughters were close to the age that he was in Marceline, he sat on a park bench at Griffith Park in Los Angeles and watched them ride the carousel. At the time, amusement parks weren’t the same as we know them today. They were often in poor condition, dirty, and disreputable. As he sat, an idea developed in his mind. He wanted a place where parents and children could play together. He wanted a place where the employees were friendly, approachable, and helpful. The idea for the world’s first magical, immersive theme park was born.

Walt never stopped dreaming. His dreams kept getting bigger as they built upon the successes and he learned from the challenges of the past. He never got bored. The power of his dreams gained him supporters and followers who helped build his dreams.

Consider the Following:


	Where is your Dreaming Tree? What are the conditions for you to come up with your best ideas and dream big?

	How will you create a time and place for your students to dream big?

	What is your life’s purpose? Write this out as a Vision Statement:	Question #1: Who are you?

	Question #2: What is the one thing you feel supremely qualified to provide to other people?

	Question #3: Who do you do it for?

	Question #4: What do these people want or need from you?

	Question #5: How do they change or transform as a result of what you give them?





chapter two

Believe in Yourself

in which walt believes in the power of his dreams, even when others do not

Somehow I can’t believe there are many heights that can’t be scaled by a man who knows the secret to making dreams come true. This special secret, it seems to me, can be summarized in four Cs. They are curiosity, confidence, courage and constancy, and the greatest of these is confidence. When you believe in a thing, believe it all over, implicitly and unquestioningly.

—Walt Disney

After the idea for Disneyland had been percolating in Walt’s head for sometime, he began to share it, to try to make it better. Sam Gennawey wrote about one such instance in Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City. Walt worked with research economist Buzz Price, to help him select locations for and develop the ideas about Disneyland in California and Walt Disney World in Florida. In the fall of 1953, two years before Disneyland opened, Walt sent Buzz to Chicago for the annual amusement park industry convention and trade show. Buzz and a team of Walt’s trusted employees hosted a meeting for four of the leading figures in amusement parks at the time. Champagne and caviar were served and the Disney team presented the ideas and sketches for Disneyland.

After sharing the ideas for custom-built, immersive attractions, the castle centerpiece, year-round operation, a single entrance and cast members in elaborate costumed roles, the “reaction was unanimous. It would not work.” They were not just skeptical, they were certain that Walt’s ideas were doomed to fail, and they predicted that Walt “will lose his shirt by overspending on things the customers never really notice”. The successful experts from amusement parks around the country agreed that “custom rides will never work”; “the public doesn’t know the difference or care”; “there was not enough ride capacity to make a profit”; “there is too much wasteful landscaping”; “there is no economic reason to build” the castle; the single entrance to the park would “mean a bottleneck at the front gate, and that was unacceptable”; the themed interiors were “too expensive, especially since a hot dog and a beer are about all anyone eats at an amusement park”. They advised the Disney team that “people will vandalize the ride vehicles and destroy the grounds no matter what you do, so you may as well go cheap”.

When his team returned to the Disney Studio in California and told Walt what the industry leaders had to say, Walt was not dissuaded. He believed strongly in his vision and saw that his park was different from the established amusement parks. He not only pushed forward with his plans and designs, he completely redefined the industry. He created the world’s first theme park, making his dream for a place for families to play together a reality. People did not see what he saw until he built his dream.

This cycle was very familiar to Walt. Throughout his career, he constantly innovated and was met with doubt at every turn. He believed, as Albert Einstein did, that, “If at first the idea is not absurd, there is no hope for it.” In later chapters, you’ll hear about Walt’s perseverance in the face of challenge. It is because he believed so completely in his dreams that he was able to revolutionize animation, create the first full-length animated film (Snow White), invent theme parks, and design EPCOT. Because of his belief in himself, he gained followers and supporters who helped make those dreams come true. The innovations he made that were derided and questioned have become industry standards in animation, filmmaking, and family entertainment.

Eventually, people were convinced. Walt’s belief in himself became contagious and they couldn’t help but join him in his dreams. In One Man’s Dream at Hollywood Studios at Walt Disney World, Walt describes what it was like when people started believing in him. While making Mary Poppins, “I never saw a sad face around the studios. Even my brother Roy was happy. This made me nervous and a horrible thought struck me: suppose the staff had finally conceded I knew what I was doing.” His blue-sky dreams had been realized, people were willing to support him, and Walt took the opportunity to continue to dream bigger and bring people along for the ride.

Teachers Are Dream Builders

When you have the courage to dream big, you will build your confidence and believe in the power of your ideas. Trying to do something different, you too will encounter doubters and detractors. There will always be someone wanting to rain on your parade and list all the ways that your ideas are flawed. Take advice and make your ideas better, but believe in your own power to change the world. If you know who you are and what your vision is, you can trust your instincts, challenge the status quo, and make incredible things happen.

Alfie Kohn wrote in The Schools Our Children Deserve: Moving Beyond Traditional Classrooms and “Tougher Standards”: “On the relatively rare occasions when nontraditional kinds of instruction show up in classrooms, many of us become nervous, if not openly hostile.” In order to break from the traditional model of education, set your sights high, have high expectations, and don’t let anyone tell you that your ideas aren’t good enough. If you believe in and are excited about your ideas, others will get fired up as well. You’ll find people who doubt you, but more importantly, you’ll find those who want to be part of the exciting adventures you’re having and the things you are building.

Because Walt had the confidence to persevere with his dreams despite doubters and detractors, he is an inspiration to teachers. In order to make educational experiences better for our students, we need to rediscover the dreams we had when we decided to teach, and we need to help our students discover and follow theirs. I can’t help but imagine what an enriching and exciting experience it could have been






You Are a Genius and Your Contributions Matter









Finding Your Passion









It Started with a Mouse


Consider the Following:


	Follow your heartbreak. What are you passionate about?

	Consider the vision statement you created after chapter 1. How does your passion complement that?

	Think of your vision statement as the first float in a long parade you are leading. What might rain on your parade? What are some of the obstacles you might face? What might doubters and detractors say to you?	Consider specific ways you can respond to obstacles or challenges.



	When you are plagued by self-doubt, what can your very own Jiminy Cricket remind you to help maintain your ego strength?	Create a mantra or a saying that you can use when you need that small, still voice.



	How will you guide your students to find and follow their passions in your classroom?
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