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Disruptive Innovation-Detfinition

“describes a process by which a
product or service takes root
initially in simple applications at
the bottom of a market and then
relentlessly moves upmarket,
eventually displacing established
competitors’.

~ Clay Christensen
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What if we could...

...design a product that could be

the “swiffer” of education,
changing

= - How Kkids learn
- Where they learn
- And fundamentally changes
how many teens get excited
about learning and leading?



Congrats-you
ARE it!

The product =
History experiences with
teens-specifically with

Gen Alpha-in museums!
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My goal today:

Convincing you that is true.

How?
- Specificities of Gen Alpha
- Science of Learning for Teens
- Models to unlock not just teen learning, but all of our human potential

Success: you feel more prepared and inspired to nurture
teens and our communities in their thriving
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Our kids and our
communities are not ok

Teens are: Communities are:

DISENGAGED DIVIDED
Around >80%

(o) find America more divided
30 /0 than united
are regularly engaged in
learning
DISILLUSIONED DISCONNECTED
Only 16% ~50%
thinlgdemocracy is report feeling lonely
working and disconnected
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A Gen Alpha Profile

Meet Max.
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What IS Gen Alpha?

Born (anyone under 16)
generation: - 45 million youth in the U.S.
generation in U.S. history

: more likely than prior generations to:

e Grow up in single-parent households
e Experience economic instability early in life



Gen Alpha: Shaped by history...

COVID

Were in isolation from peers in critical
years of social growth.

Migration

Most diverse generation in our history:
majority minority.

Climate Change

Over 60% worry about climate impact on th
future
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Polarization < INFORMATION HOAX

Have never known narrative of a safe : MARKET
and stable democracy

...and tech disruptions

}_
oc
w
=7

iPhone

Born after the launch of the iPhone.
Grew up surrounded by adults on tech.

Gen Al

Teens are seeing adults flail on implementation
while data points to lasting risks and damage
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Yes, an Anxious Generation

The Anxwus

~1/3 almost CO“STG“"Y on social Genératlon, |
media -c.:..z'ﬁ:'aﬁ‘;’éffs‘?‘“"';‘éﬁm.c, |

QMer&ll Mness_

4.0% report persistent sadness
Rising CInXIei'y, depression and suicide

Overmedicated by screens / =& hrS/dqy




But also: a Social, Creative Generation

22 ”:‘o
Three Boys Explain Why They Play
Fortnite Every Chance They Get

COLAB &

No generation in history has ever
shaped language so quickly



Deep concerns on learning outcomes

of 4th graders read proficiently (lower than ever)
of 8th graders are below basic reading
show high addictive use trajectories for mobile phones

show high addictive use trajectories for video games

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), Nation’s Report Card: Reading, 2024; NAEP, Reading Highlights: Grade 4
and Grade 8 Trends, 2019-2024. Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development (ABCD) Study; longitudinal analyses published 2024—
2025.; JAMA Network Open, longitudinal study on social media use and depressive symptoms, 2025.



But adults are not helping. Not with $...

K-12 Education Technology (EdTech) Market e
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The Market will Grow The Forecasted Market
At the CAGR of: 12'5% Size for 2033 in USD: 5253-93 "'1'-' arket.us

Tech investments are way up, but reading scores are down and relative
socio-economic mobility is flat.

Source: HolonlQ, NAEP, Brookings



..nor with what they |4 4%

say

Teens are
immature

and not
ready!

@

tCO:LAB S

All teens care
about is their
friends!

I of words adults use to
describe teens are positive

feens are
SO
emotionall

Teens are
always
challenging
authority!

(s

Teens fake
such stupid
risks/

15



Result: teens find school dull...

“] get to learn things

«] get to devel “Most of the time . .
get to develop I am interested in.”

my own ideas.” I feel | belong.”

= Q= @m

Source: The Disengagement Gap: Why Student Engagement Isn‘'t what Parents Expect. Brookings and Transcend, January 2025.
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...and disengage from learning

PERCENTAGE OF KIDS WHO SAY “I LOVE SCHOOL"
100% =

15%
) \\/
25%

k) B B 10 1" 12
GRADE LEVEL

L)
.
L
o

Source: Rebecca Winthrop, Youssef Shoukry, David Nitkin, The Disengagement Gap: Why Student
Engagement lsn't What Farents Expect (Washirgton, D.C.: Brookings Institution and Transcend, 2024



Meanwhile:
Teens long to be seen and encouraged

“Being part of something

“A lot of adults think teens
aren’t motivated. That’s [that gives you power in
not true. Most of us dream community] changes how
big. Sometimes all it takes you see yourself. Knowing
is one real conversation my work can actually have
to change how someone an impact, it’s kind of
mind-blowing.”

sees themselves.”

WHAT THIS MEANS: OUR SYSTEMS OF LEARNING ARE NOT
UNLOCKING ALL YOUNG PEOPLES’ FULL POTENTIAL!



Recap

Gen Alpha is unique.
It also faces specific challenges.
Adults in formal learning systems are slow to respond.

Kids urgently need adults to step up and deliver the kind
of experiences they need so they can unfold their potential.



Why Museums?

The reason lies in...

The Biology of Learning.

l'een-Centered
Civics for Human
Fhriving

& e Mhmg e Nt mAv g e Sawas Puaiwniey

Dr. Susan Rivers Pam Cantor, MD



#1. Adolescence is a period of neural superpower

Teen Operating System

&% Shaping themselves & their own biology

Forming Habits e

Creative Explorers Looking at the world with FRESH EYES
: : : ‘ '~ Prioritizing relationships & how they are
Socially Orienfed —a A P\ B seen by peers... wired for EMPATHY

: \ | N |  ~ Willing to take RISKS & t thi _
Novelty Seeking | \ A\ 1ng totake ry new things

\ | A v | notafraid to break the rules
. \\ I:/A Holding huge feelings & a deep sense of
Strong Emotions - | RIGHT & WRONG

iCOLAB &




TEENS DEVELOP
A GENC Y WHEN THE’

..... —~ Eig lNTERACTw:thAOULTS&
O A gy PEERS WHO BELIEVE IN THEN

SHAPE THEIR OWN
LEARNING

SHIET NORMS & VAL
TOWARD SHARED HUM

USE TECHKidLoc:Y t
NVRTVRE RELATIONSH
& LEARNING

% g R
UNDERSTAND the PAST,
* CONSIDER the PRESENT

and IMAGINE- a E »
. FUTURE
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Experiences switch on these “Light Bulbs”

S
| GROW THROUGH PATH WAYS te TEEN T“RIVING
RELATIONSHIPS
5 2%
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B, pe | MAVE MORE o, BIGGER

AR (BN

WORLD AROUND
Vil i
\gF).

L
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_ VEEN OPERATING SYSTER,
Shaping themseives - their

FORMING
HABITS own biglogy and potential

CREATIVE
EXPLORERS

Looking at the world
with FRESH EYES

SOGIALLY N ~ Prioritizin%relationsﬁps
q skieire> B O\ S e e

thehistorycolab.grg
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The “aha moments”/lightbulbs

|FeeL N A
SAFE &SEEN MY FEELINGS
are SIGNALS
A
WHO | AM
MATTERS
| HAVE MORE
e POTENTIAL THAN
RELATIONSHIPS

PEOPLE THINK
ICO:LABS

| CAN SHAPE the
WORLDMAEROUND

| AM PART OF
SOMETHING
BIGGER

S
MY PAST DOESN'T
DEFINE ME




The Science Behind the Necessary “aha moments” for Thriving and Learning

The Science

Our brains and bodies adapt based
on what we experience. (Dahl)

Emotions drive attention, memory,
and motivation. (Dahl)

Our genes do not determine our
destiny. Intelligence and ability can
grow. Cantors)J

Context, culture, and identity shape
how we learn and develop. ;Osher et
al)

Agency is built when learners are
given real responsibility and
voice.(Osher)

Environments and humans shape one
another. (Bronfenbrenner, Osher, Dahl)

Relationships are the most powerful
developmental force.(&o_s_eg3

Human potential is vast and often
underestimated. (Cantor)

We seek purpose and connection to
something larger than
ourselves%Burrows)

Humans are not entirely defined by
their past. (Cantor)

The “Lightbulb”/"Aha” What this means for Design

]

= Ensure teens feel seen, heard, and connected to
others. Design experiences that are safe,
challenging, and supportive.

My brain works best when | feel supported
and a sense of belonging.

| FEEL *
SAFE &SEEN

Emotions help me notice what matters— ﬁ{:fﬁ‘;ﬁl Use emotionally engaging hooks—beauty, wonder,
and | canlearn to control and use my b ar 5;‘5’\‘}&5'} injustice, relevance—to activate curiosity and
emotions effectively. L~ _~  motivation. Practice emotion regulation strategies.

- oo ] b Create feedback-rich, growth-oriented
Zl‘¥o?tt? m?oegti?:r: rzutr'nfcilx;eededIb%ectkbgcter i gg,ﬁ}} environments with opportunities for iteration,
i , ' - reflection, and mastery.

_'r Honor diverse identities. Use storytelling, cultural
CAV%OC :ng(igr?g I:ﬁ(r}cz:r:}d,sggg Sttr? ry shape @@ mapping, and reflection to affirm teens” lived
gth- -y ' experiences.

When | am a partner in decision making, |
grow stronger and more confident.

Involve teens in co-design, decision-making, and
projects with real-world stakes.

Just as my environment influences me, | m;’ Introduce systems thinking through mapping,
can shape and influence my environment. Q““};“Rh-“‘?" simulation, and civic design challenges, see history

E
The future is not fixed. —"" aslibrary of systems builders and changers

FROW THEOUGH
EELATIONSHIPS

I learn best when | connect with others—I'm
not meant to do everything alone.

Prioritize collaboration, dialogue, mentorship, and
interdependence in learning models.

| can surprise myself—and others—with
what | can do and become.

Create open-ended, creative opportunities for teens
to explore, design, make, and lead.

e . i LarM PART 0F ) Use rituals, intergenerational storytelling, and
myéhfe; C?g:eerféeqdn?fﬂirlges O GiEErE= WE‘I%TEE'RNU projects that engage teens with history to root
past.p ) - identity in shared humanity.

Connect teens with individual and collective stories

Even hard thingsI've been through can be d{?ﬁ‘i? POESN'T
: of healing and resilience.

. EFIME ME
healed—  my future is open. m ~ 25


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15251869/
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/43037/why-identity-and-emotion-are-central-to-motivating-the-teen-brain?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Science-of-Learning-and-Development-Synthesis-Osher-January-2017.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Science-of-Learning-and-Development-Synthesis-Osher-January-2017.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/04-Identity-and-Empowerment_FINAL.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2017.1398650?utm_source=chatgpt.com

What are key learnings journeys one must
complete by age 187

‘(K 2. 3. 4, 5. 6.
Conduct Civil Discourse Research an Write and Create a Be ?0" O_f a
an Oral on a Contentious Unknown Deliver a Deliberative
History Topic Local Speech

A Y

K History 1 O
=) R

7. 8. 9. 10. :
Co-Design Deep Reading Analyze or Create a Public Create a Piece Design a
a Solution Journey Map a Complex Narrative of Original Ritual or

System from 24 . @l Festival +0 °
Many \~ ° .
I} - Sources ¥ /)

13, 14, 15. 16. ! 18.
Produce a Take on a Organize and Shadow a Find a Format Curate or Host
Public Podcast, Challenge of Do Something in @ Public < | for civic an Exhibit or

Video, Self-Mastery Community Figure or ¢ Solitude Tour
U ad | S 3 =

or Story

0J AYOLSIH

-
-
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What museums can do

Create experiences in which
young people develop a
sense of self, agency and
purpose,

embedded in strong

relationships, invited to create, and
supported to learn in ways that
matter to them and their
communities.




Tips for designin
Spaces
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Experiences

Things to Know When
Designing for Teens g
Guiding Questions 1o Ask Yoursel! & IiTHRIVE! :

When designing for teens, remember that teens are:

r wgative
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your aMerings
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The Youth 250 Teen Toolkit

A Place to Feel Welcome

A Place to Be

A Place to Become

A Place to Connect

A Place to Learn

A Place to Do

A Place to Lead




Co teens feel like
they belong here?

AlPlace]to]FEELIWELCOME

Today’s Status What Teens Look For What it Looks Like Here Ask Yourself

Belonging & Safety: Teens visit, but few return on For museums: What do the first 30

Teens scan for social their own. The space doesn’t feel seconds at your site feel like for a
Emerging  cues as soon as they like theirs. teen?

arrive. For youth: Do you feel seen and

welcomed when you arrive?

Teens need signals that  Teens are welcomed, but For museums: Where do teens see
" their identities matter decisions about what they see, themselves in this space?
Developing here. do, and create are made by For youth: Do you see your stories,
adults. language, or communities reflected
here?

Affirmation & Teens consistently describe the For museums: Do teens describe

Connection drive museum as “for me.” Youth input  this place as “for me"?

engagement. shapes how spaces look, feel, For youth: Do you feel this space
and function. welcomes you and is “for you"?

'—--------- ----—------------------\
f Radical Reframe :
: What if museums treated belonging as a first exhibit? i
\ From signage to greetings, everything signals: “You matter here.” J

AN N NN NN NN S NN N SN N S N SN SN SN N SN NS BENN SN BN BN S N N NN N NN SN BN S S e e s




Contemporary
Arts Center




10 Things to Think about when Designing
for Gen Alpha (particularly 10-16)

Every experience you create for teens has the potential to shape
what they believe is possible and important in our world and about

themselves.

When you design experiences informed by the science of
adolescence, you create springboards for their growth in their:

d L e i . }

A i B g - "
]

A
identity belonging connection curiosity community agency

< i THRIVE:



#1: They are Trying to Figure Out |
Who They Are '_

S
O

Teens want to explore identity and belonging.
They need social spaces to interact, experiment, negotiate, and

resolve conflict safely. Toxicity and bullying should be proactively
prevented.

Design prompts:

e Open up space to play. Embodied role-play lowers the stakes
for trying on different ways of being.

e Allow for exploration of topics or themes that connect with
their personal story.



#2: They Need More Sleep

N\l
N

Teens need more sleep than adults to thrive.

They may need support to make healthy choices that allow their
bodies and brains to recharge. Chances are, if they’re coming into
your space, they may just be tired.

Design prompts:

e Acknowledge that they might be tired, and create a moment
to ground in mindfulness to get energy for exploration.

e Be mindful of how tiring the activity or experience itself might
be

e Be authentically but empathetically energetic in inviting them

into the activity, making sure they see why it’s “worth it” )



#3: They are Facing a Lot of Stress

Teens are under significant pressure.
They need ways to cope and to seek help without stigma.

Design prompts:

e Normalize help-seeking, both from adults and from peers

e Highlight connections among emotions, thoughts, sensations,
and behaviors. Cue them to reflect on what their body is telling
them about what their values and interests are-what sparks
energy for you?

e Build in tools and practices that calm the nervous system and
connect them with one another (low stakes games)



#4: They are Sensitive to Rewards %.

Teens are highly responsive to rewards—especially social rewards.
Higher dopamine levels make them more sensitive to status,
recognition, and peer feedback.

Design prompts:

e Create opportunities for them to collaborate in small groups
designed to include different super-powers

e Create opportunities to showcase their work in a format of
mutual recognition and celebration

e Create playful formats of “winning” (scavenger hunts etc.) that
allow them to follow their curiosity; be mindful of different ways
of winning. &



#5: They have a Keen BS and 70
Fairness Detector =

Teens are keen observers and see through any kind of inauthenticity.
They don’t respond well to unfairness, favoritism, or being preached at.

Design prompts:

Adult guides should be authentically themselves

Invite teens to co-author their experience and reflect on how issues
affect them.

Do not just design learning that works for one type of young person.
Design with teens-they know how to do adapt.
Model fairness and real power-sharing throughout the experience.



#6: They are more tolerant 0,0

S

Teens value diversity and authentic inclusion.
They care deeply about representation, fairness, and belonging.

Design prompts:

e Intentionally disrupt tendencies to cluster only with similar peers.

e Model and invite deep, authentic connection in all interactions with
them

e Point out and engage with examples of diverse perspectives,
portrayals, and preferences.



#7: They are Still Learning to Control
Impulses & Emotions

The prefrontal cortex is still developing.
Teens are still learning to regulate impulses, emotions, and long-term

conseqguences.
Design prompts:

e Help teens notice emotions and the thoughts, sensations, and
behaviors that accompany them.

e Build in moments and tools for pausing before reacting.

e Incorporate playful, interactive moments and movement to allow for
channeled activity and expression of emotions.

< i THRIVE:



#8: They Need Positive Connections A%

Relationships matter most.
Teens want close, trusting relationships with adults while building

independence.
Design prompts:

e Communicate high expectations alongside steady support.
e Co-create norms for behavior during the experience that show you
care about their ideas and feelings

Imagine every teen as someone holding a unique genius, for whom this
might be the experience that changes their life!

Be open to discovering their genius!



#9: They are not just W.E.I.R.D. ]

Teens are not a monolith.

They come from diverse cultural, racial, economic, and geographic
backgrounds—and need to see that reflected.

Design prompts:

e Joyfully and authentically show curiosity for the diversity of humans-
in their ideas, cultures, aspirations

e Be authentically curious about family stories and cultures

e Use multiple media and sensory experiences so many teens can see
themselves welcomed.

e Reference richness of the history of human migration Througé; TRV ES



#10: They are Building Habits for
Life

Adolescence is a critical window for habit formation.
Positive habits can take root—but negative ones can stick, too.

Design prompts:

e Find ways to make references to how art and history affect the
human brain (see Magsamen, Co:Lab publications): it’s a gym for

brain health
e Craft experiences that build identity exploration, community
engagement, and purposeful action (see the 18x18).



Finally....the most important thing:

The Power

.‘/L . Y ).-' y
The LEGO Foundation ..""',’j'. THE HISTORY COZL)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XAvYZtXWjLM

What are the characteristics of play?

Meaningful

Joyful
Joy is at the heart of the experience

Meaningful
Learners find meaning by connecting the experience
to something already known

Iterative
Learners experiment, test alternatives and strengthen
flexible thinking and creativity

Active engagement
Learners are completely absorbed in a task and
playing an active role in solving a problem

Socially interactive
Learners are interacting with others and understanding
others' perspectives

The LEGO Foundation. https://learningthroughplay.com/how-we-play/five-ways-to-

spot-playful-learning



Our Games

- Our Human Rights ICO:LABS $™se:
A Guided Game ®
G55
Players will idensify which humen rights ore 1o

Minmmdmmnn\-imwnﬂoammmd
these rights for 1oking oction.

| Skills | rowmr(hmo Qvn;m;}
Ployers will use , ConmuNCotion, * DO you dnow your rights?
creanviry, end shils 10
Comgiete vorious chalenges, Gnd Wil feflect  © enea movry o 0 D8 e if you Gg non hove
©n the Inpornance of human Hgh!s in e
lives ond for sockal change. * HOwW CON you promdte Ond peotect humon
* Who rights guoranses your freedam %0 1oke
oction ogalns? injustice?
. 20 mins . 10 « 30 pecple 1 Cou Concwh )
2nd - 8th . Reoquired: Rights Cards « Humon rights
@ »o-omooe @) 555 Lo

PREPARATION

1, See Appendix I for Rights Cords, Print ond cut out © St of I conds 30 Use during g Qome.
2. Prepam o large. uncbatnucsed pidyy Gmea.

INTRO DISCUSSION

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was prociaimed by the United Notions Generol
Assembily on Oecember 10, 1948 onct Mno—l« first Yime—thot fundomental buman
mwumm

D0 you know what these humon rights ore? What would your life be like If you did not have
mwmammwmm»mummmmm
rights guorontee your freedom to speck out against inpstice’

Today we ore going 10 piay 0 gome 10 leorn Gbost some of oer rights and how we protect
Thers,

% Moving to a New City jco:a82 {-'-—-,,;,;
' A Guided Game ®

Ployers wil learn obout the history of Johnaon County and will piay the role of people who
hunmhmew-ﬁmbeﬁnqbrapbwniwAmww-lm
picryers the ditferent neighborhoods in the city. Similar to M oim of musicol chairs, players will
mwmwmmmmmmmmmnmm

wil hair exp nmgun-immnmm
Inchvackuls and ey have with discrminator

ORJEICTIVES

MM%“WMMMMWno
common result of change. Identify that perspectives ond towords people
wmvmmrymmmmmmmtmn
Cartain rescurces ond rights,

_ Skifs Overarching Questions

Stucents will use their physicol obdities %o » Con o person be in O place of Mew Chowce?
move Quickly ond stranegicolly, colaborte

90 Aokie GocHIONS, empOMize with Ohers, -mmmwmmmw
ond verbolze el emations.

* Wity cre some people denked bosic rights, e
nousing?

. 20 mies . 12- 40 people

& 2nd - 8th grodes 20 purple & 20 oronge bondonos; 2 ropes

« Before sTorming e octivity, prepare 0 lonpe spoace free of cbesocies.

* In the canter of the ply 0rea, PIoce & 1Ope forming ¢ cirdle on the fioor, ths oo will represers
The Old city Center

« In the rest of the pioy oreo, cisiritute ronge Ond purpie Dandonas on the floor. These
represent the wpply of Fouses or oportments ovoiichie in the city. Ploce some Sondonan fully
EMN0ed 10 represent houset, and cihers folded in hol! 10 fepresent Operiments.

* Prepore oddnondt cronge and purple BONAONGS 10 De given 10 Me Sudents as they pioy.



Meet Tanya




Let’s Disrupt Learning With Better History

ﬁ

What we covered How do you feel?
Specifics of Gen Alpha o

e Challenge of our learning system E.—..';' 5 4 E

e Magnificent teens and how to #'_ ey 1=
design for them _._l-!|: E-' I'EI =

e What you can do and tools you - .-.I :I-I-;I.'Il L
can use E':.I..I- bithy

e The power of play

tCO:LAB S



Curious for more?

Please reach out.

We Co-Design.
We Train.

We Advise.
All with the power of play and learning science.

IC0:LAB S )



Thank you

iC0SLAB & iTHRIVE:

Fernande Raine (fernande@thehistorycolab.org)


mailto:fernande@thehistorycolab.org
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