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It does not require special attention to see that 
much recent literature on SLA has revolved around 
the notion of dynamic systems, from Larsen-
Freeman and Cameron (2008) to Dörnyei, Henry, 
and MacIntyre, (2015) and many in between. 
However, it seems that “why” dynamic systems has 
much to do with language learning is not fully 
understood, much less how education should be 
changed as a result of research in the field. The 
author of The End of Average, Dr. Todd Rose, is the 
director of the Mind, Brain, and Education program 
at Harvard Graduate School of Education. Even 
though he dropped out of high school with the GPA 
of 0.9 at the age of nineteen, he ultimately got a 
position at Harvard later.

The book starts with the background of the 
conventional notion of averagerianism. The idea of 
evaluating students and workers in comparison 
with an average person was in fact thought of in the 
nineteenth century, and although the idea of using 
averages are still commonly used, some people 
have already revealed that there is no average-
sized pilot, no average human body, no average 
human brain, or no average worker. 

According to the author, the reason why the 
emphasis on averages should be abolished in 
understanding humans is three-fold, and all of them 
are quite persuasive, and seem to parallel with 
dynamic systems theory. First, human beings are 
not uni-dimensional, but rather they are jagged. For 
example, we tend to think that we can depend upon 
just one dimension of human characteristics, such 
as intelligence. However, if we closely examine 
sub-components of intel l igence, such as 

vocabulary, knowledge, number memory, symbol 
searching, and so on, all those factors have very 
weak correlations with each other. Thus, it is 
unlikely that a person good at one of the sub 
components will be good at another as well. 

Second, our characteristics always depend on 
context. As opposed to the traditional way of 
looking at human traits, such as extroverts and 
introverts, the reality is that traits and situations 
interact with each other. Our behaviors are “a 
constant whirlwind, shifting randomly from place to 
place” (p. 105). Some people may still insist that we 
can find some very outgoing persons and very 
quiet persons, but Rose points out that it is 
because we usually know the person in one 
context, such as at school or at work. 

Third, our pathways in life differ from each other. 
We tend to think there are some models of 
successful graduates or businesspeople, but there 
naturally should be many pathways to reach any 
given goal. For example, after Rose dropped out of 
high school, he kept studying and fifteen years 
later, he got a position at Harvard University. It is 
not because he followed a path someone had 
walked before. He says, “We all walk the road less 
traveled” (p. 123). I have a unique career path, and 
so does everyone else. 

To summarize, we can calculate the averages of 
human traits, but there are no such things as 
average-sized humans or average human 
characteristics. Our body, our emotions, and our 
feelings are much more complicated than that. So, 
what does that imply for education? Rose says that 
we need to redefine what we can learn at school 
and “let students determine their educational 
pathway” (p. 170). If we can understand the fact 
that students can learn best when they are leaning 
in their own ways, the usual classes at school are 
not such a good environments. More concretely, we 
can record what our students can do instead of 
evaluating them based on the comparison with 
other students. It is perhaps too easily accepted 
that the reconstruction of educational systems 
cannot be realized quickly and thus we simply 
continue doing what we have always done. But 
individual teachers are not the “system” and can 
choose to teach to individual differences and needs 
more ecologically today.
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