
 

Symbiotic Learning 
 
At Manzanita School, we practice Symbiotic Learning. This curricular approach begins with four 
basic premises: (1) the best learning begins with a person’s unique personal interests, allowing 
the thread of an idea to weave passionately across disciplinary lines; (2) all knowledge is 
interrelated, and all disciplines are connected; (3) human beings naturally love learning and are 
predisposed to crave it for life; and (4) engagement with learning comes in cycles of intense focus 
and quiet reflection.  In summary, Symbiotic Learning is interest-driven, interdisciplinary, 
natural, and marked by periods of high engagement followed by reflective breaks.  
 
The term ‘symbiosis’ describes the process in nature whereby living things are interdependent. 
However, one organism may gain more from the relationship than the other. In Symbiotic 
Learning, we recognize that a particular subject may engage a learner differently at different 
times. A student may feel energized one day, benefiting greatly from their studies, while at other 
times, they may feel drained by their work. This as a natural cycle in the pattern of learning, and 
for this reason we do not frame challenging moments in our learning as ‘deficiencies’ in attention. 
Instead, we examine each student’s relationship to their learning, their manner of cycling 
attention towards particular subjects and types of information, and then facilitate the best mindset 
and work habits to promote healthy engagement with their learning.  
 
To this end, we observe periods of intense focus (in breath), followed by breaks and reflection 
(out breath). People learn best when sustained attention is part of a cycle that includes rest and 
renewal. This natural cycle may not readily correlate to a school’s daily schedule, so teachers pay 
careful attention to the rhythms and needs of each student under their care. The following 
diagram illustrates this dynamic aspect of Symbiotic Learning.  

 

 



 

The Importance of Natural Settings in Symbiotic Learning 
 

“Look deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.”  -Albert Einstein 
 
At Manzanita School, we embed core routines of nature connection throughout the week, and 
create lessons that require considerable time out-of-doors. In this way, we maximize the power of 
nature to inspire the learning process. Everything in the natural world is built upon cycles, and 
human beings easily tune into their own learning cycles when they are able to spend instructional 
time outside.  In addition, offering quiet time in nature after periods of deep focus, allows 
reflective insights to emerge. Human beings learn when there are opportunities for academic 
content to ‘rest,’ for ideas to germinate in a quiet mental space.  Not surprisingly, many of the 
most successful people in the arts and sciences report that their great discoveries in their careers 
happened while they were reflecting quietly in natural settings.  This is no accident; Nature 
facilitates the intuitive integration of learning, and inspires the summative ‘aha!’ moments. 


