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The Observation Project
Eight Insights About Learning

A visual ethnographic research initiative observing children in their everyday environments to understand how learning
naturally happens.
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# Insight Description

1 Learning Does Not Require
Teaching

Children learn language, patterns, and relationships
without formal instruction. Their learning is raw, alive, and
often invisible to our frameworks. They absorb the world
through observation, experimentation, and play—building
understanding from the ground up without needing
someone to break it down for them.

2 Learning Takes Time, And
That's Okay

A mango tree ripens on its own schedule. Each subject
and learner has its own tempo. Time is the very material
out of which learning is made. Rushing the process
doesn't accelerate understanding—it fragments it. When
we honor the pace of learning, we create space for depth,
consolidation, and genuine mastery.

3 Learning Lives in the
Process, Not Just the Output

When outcomes are left open, learners generate original
ideas. They learn to be comfortable with ambiguity and
test possibilities. The messy middle—where ideas are
half-formed, experiments fail, and thinking is still
emerging—is where real learning happens. Process is not
preparation for learning; it is learning.

4 Mixed-Ability Groups Act as
Scaffolds

Learning flows laterally. Mature learners guide without
taking over. For the novice, it offers a path forward. In
mixed-ability environments, children learn from each other
in ways that feel natural and non-hierarchical.
Explanations are given in language that makes sense to
peers.
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5 Learning Is Iterative, Not
Linear

Understanding is built through return, repetition, pause,
error, and refinement. What appears as delay may be how
learning deepens. Children revisit ideas multiple times,
each pass adding new layers of meaning. They circle
back to concepts they seemed to have mastered,
discovering new dimensions.

6 Learning Begins with
Intention, Deepens Through
Self-Regulation

Intention gives learning its starting point. Self-regulation
allows it to continue: to return after distraction and persist
through difficulty. When children choose what to engage
with, they invest attention differently. They monitor their
own understanding, adjust their strategies, and stay with
challenges longer.

7 Learning Happens When the
Learner Is in a Playful State

Play is not frivolous. It is a prerequisite psychological
condition that makes genuine learning possible for
children and adults alike. In a playful state, children take
risks without fear of judgment. They experiment freely,
make unexpected connections, and pursue ideas for the
sheer joy of discovery.

8 Objects and Environment
Become Co-Learners

Materials shape what actions are possible and what ideas
emerge. Open-ended materials are especially powerful. A
stick can be a sword, a measuring tool, or a drawing
instrument. The physical world doesn't just support
learning—it actively participates in it.


