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C O N T E X T  &  O V E R V I E W
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The Hewlett Foundation developed the new and neutral 

term “deeper learning” (DL) as the basis for its strategy.  

Historically, the Foundation has focused on elements that 

make up deeper learning rather than promoting a deeper 

learning brand.  

Per the theory of change, DL communications is intended to 

create a more conducive ecosystem and stronger enabling 

environment within which other initiatives occur.   

The Foundation’s approach to DL communications has been 

adaptive and has evolved.  Post-hoc, the Foundation 

identified three areas of DL grant making:

C O N T E X T  &  O V E R V I E W

Media coverage/reportage

Tactics and tools 
e.g., books, Websites, message tools 

Communications grantees 
engagement and outreach within the 

“ecosystem,” e.g., promoting DL with 

certain groups, building champions
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Audiences for the evaluation: 

• Foundation staff - Education Program and Communications Officers

• DL grantees, in particular communications cluster grantees

• Others involved in the broader education or education reform field

Purposes of the evaluation: 

• Understand the status of conversation about DL (within the field and 

nationally)

• Establish a baseline against which future assessments can be compared

• Help enhance clarity for Foundation staff about future strategy and grant 

allocations

• Identify future measurement approaches

Three areas of evaluation inquiry:

• Grantee communications capacity 

• Current status and changes in discourse regarding DL

• Strategic questions to inform future decisions   

C O N T E X T  &  O V E R V I E W
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M E T H O D S  &  D E S I G N
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Interviews
with grantees (n=26 grantees, 35 individuals) 

and external key informants (n=6)

The external interview sample included other funders of K-12/education 

reform, “bellwethers” whose positions afford a wide view and informed 

perspective about the field, education journalists and bloggers.

Media analysis
implemented with support from Idibon

Website review
targeted ecosystem/DL movement funded grantees (n=17)

Survey data
review of grantee responses gathered by REACH Strategies

M E T H O D S  &  D E S I G N O V E R V I E W M E T H O D S
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D E S C R I P T I O N  O F  G R A N T E E  S A M P L E  
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Types of Grantees (n=26)

Academia/Research

Business/Professional Association

Technical Assistance Provider

Ed Professional Association

News/Reporting

Advocacy

5

2

3

4

5

7Roles of Those Interviewed (n=35)

Program Staff

Communications Staff 

Consultants 

Executive Staff 

4

5

7

19

Grantee Audiences by frequency of mention

Funders

Media

Business Leaders

Public

Ed Leaders

Practitioners

Policy Makers

4

8

5

3

2

1

1

D E S C R I P T I O N  O F  
G R A N T E E  S A M P L E
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Interview data offers a somewhat different “cut”

regarding types of grantee communications 

activities than the Foundation’s identified areas of 

grant making. 

Media or 
communications

Promote DL with 
specific target 

audience(s)

Implement programs 
and integrate DL 

concepts or messages

7

7

11

D E S C R I P T I O N  O F  
G R A N T E E  S A M P L E

Grant Types identified by the Foundation

(n=26)

Tactics & Tools

Media & Reportage

Ecosystem/DL 
Movement Building

3

5

18

Types of Grantee Activities (n=25)
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F I N D I N G S
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C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  
C A PA C I T Y



12

Relative structural 

communications capacity 

characterized by

C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  
C A P A C I T Y

S T R U C T U R A L  C A PA C I T Y

Rating criteria:

Communications Practice 
Maturity Framework 
(Coffman, 2004) 

Low Medium High

<1 FTE 1-2 FTE 2+ FTE

No budget Some budget Significant budget

No or “ad hoc” 
communications

(Coffman scale 0-1)

Planned 
communications 
practices
(Coffman scale 2)

Institutionalized communications 
practices, some measurement & 
reflection
(Coffman scale 3-5)

1) the presence of dedicated communications staff, 

2) budget, and 

3) the maturity of communications practice,

i.e. intentional strategy, institutionalized approaches, measurement 

and continuous improvement. 
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The Foundation has invested in grantees with at 

least some structural communications capacity. 

Based on relative ratings 

C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  
C A P A C I T Y

24 grantees have medium or high 

structural communications capacity, as 

evidenced by the organization’s type of 

work, staff, budget, and 

communications practice maturity.  

Per REACH grantee survey, 30 of 42 

respondents reported their organization 

maintains a communications plan.

S T R U C T U R A L  C A PA C I T Y
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Expressed capacity varies across and within 

different types of DL communications work.

Expressed communications capacity refers to 

the extent to which grantees apply structural 

communications capacity towards DL-related 

communications efforts.  

C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  
C A P A C I T Y

• 11 have low or low-medium expressed 

capacity, (i.e. communications about DL 

constitutes a relatively small percentage of 

the work)

• 10 have medium-to-high expressed capacity 

• 4 have variable expressed capacity; capacity 

can be low or high depending on timing or 

the level of competing priorities   

E X P R E S S E D  C A PA C I T Y
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C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  
C A P A C I T Y

Grantees’ expressed capacity by type of 

DL communications work.

L M HL-M M-H

Promote DL with specific audiences

Integrate DL into programs

Media or communications

4=variable (low to high, depending)

E X P R E S S E D  C A PA C I T Y
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C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  
C A P A C I T Y

There is not full clarity regarding 

Hewlett’s DL communications “ask” 

and expectations.  Some didn’t associate 

their Hewlett grant-funded work with 

communications per se; some uncertainty about 

how to talk about DL; some mixed messages from 

different program officers. 

FA C T O R S  A F F E C T I N G  E X P R E S S E D  C A PA C I T Y

The field has a proliferation of 

terms to describe similar concepts, 
many already known or accepted by certain 

audiences, and there is reluctance to add 

new terms.

The level of grant support and the 

size of an organization can affect the 

proportion of communications that are DL-

related. 

Issues with the term DL may inhibit 

communications efforts. e.g. confusion 

about the term DL, the need for substantive 

explanation, and worry that DL is a “fad.”
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C U R R E N T  S TAT U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E
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We explored grantee ownership via:

Targeted website review 
17 grantees from the communications cluster that were 

identified by Hewlett as having grants aimed at supporting 

the “ecosystem” or “DL movement building”   

Grantee interviews
(n=26 grantees, 35 individuals) 

G R A N T E E  O W N E R S H I P  O F  T H E  T E R M

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

M E T H O D S
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There is evidence of some 

but not strong ownership 

of the term DL. 

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

G R A N T E E  O W N E R S H I P

53% (9 grantees) 

had at least one page dedicated to DL on their 
website, though for 5 of the 9 the DL page was not 
easy to locate, and found only via a word search 

Of 17 ecosystem/movement 

building grantees . . . 

29% (5 grantees) 

referenced DL on the 
home page of their 
website 

24% (4 grantees) 

had DL term on 
homepage and at 
least one page 
dedicated to DL on 
their website

76% (13 grantees) 

used the term DL on
their website 
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C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

G R A N T E E  O W N E R S H I P

“[Our use of the term DL] is not universal; it has 

to do with audience and the language they like to 

use.  Different funders have different terms.”

“The term DL is useful, but if we are engaging 

with business execs and they don't understand, 

having other terms in our back pocket (like CCR) 

is also helpful.”

Most frequently cited terms

“21st century skills”

“College and career readiness”

“Social-emotional learning”

Other terms included 

“Project-based learning”

“Soft skills”

About half of interviewees said they 

often use an alternate term instead of 

or alongside DL.  

Grantees that do use the term DL are 

likely to do so strategically, depending 

on the audience and the context. 
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There is no evidence of strong push back.  

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

G R A N T E E  O W N E R S H I P

• Grantees report they are using DL terminology more often, 

and thinking ahead to how to implement DL.

• To the extent there was previously push-back on the term DL, 

there does not appear to be active push-back now. 

• Some concerns about “jargon” and “dogma” related to the 

use DL terms. 

There is greater ownership of some concepts 

associated with DL.

• Grantees report that they talk about ideas inherent in DL, 

including how DL might be applied and DL competencies, 

though favor their own language.  
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We explored the state of the DL conversation via:

Interviews 
with grantees (n=26 grantees, 35 individuals) and external key informants (n=6)

Media analysis conducted in partnership with Idibon

Original intent was a broad digital search; ultimately not feasible due to costs of 

retrieving data and time parameters.  

Explored a social media-focused search, e.g., Facebook and Twitter. Due to cost of 

retrieving Facebook data and the fact that data were limited to users’ “public” posts, 

we opted for Twitter data only, since we would have access to all possible tweets.   

Idibon ran a machine learning model to explore the volume of DL-related conversation 

and changes in volume over time. Idibon’s software had a built in inter-rater reliability 

process to identify relevant and irrelevant tweets.  The model identified ~325K relevant 

tweets. 

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N M E T H O D S
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C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N M E T H O D S

• Analysis of most shared links
• Comparison of volume:  

DL to Common Core

• Analysis of volume of DL discourse 
• Top 10 hashtags

• 4 time points: Apr/May & 
Sep/Oct in 2011 and 2014-15

Relevant Sample of 
Tweets

~325K tweets

Filtered 
for 

relevance

All of Twitter

Our Full Sample of Tweets

~3 million tweets

• 215 handles• key terms

• 57 hashtags

Filtered by:

Handles reflected ed media, general media, ed

organizations, ed associations, public sector and 

ed thought leaders 

Media Analysis Sample

2011 
Totals

~700K

~47K

2014-15 
Totals

~2.3M

~260K
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C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N

Volume of DL-related conversation has  

increased, though overall volume is low.

DL-related 
concepts & 
approaches

Competencies 

DL term or 
hashtag 

2011 2014-15

11% 14%+3%
Project-based learning referenced often. Other concepts 
included flipped classrooms, maker ed, inquiry-based 
learning, 21st century skills, blended learning, student 
voice, etc. 

}

1% 11%+10% }
Many tweets referenced #growthmindset. There seems 
to be a trend among educators on social media since the 
publishing of Carol Dweck’s book. Critical thinking was 
also mentioned often.

1% 8%+7% }

Proportion of tweets within relevant sample:

Not surprisingly, the proportion of discussion about DL-
related concepts and competencies is larger than the 
discussion using the term itself, however the term has 
increased from a few hundred mentions in 2011 to 
almost 20K in 2014-15.

From 
Relevant 
Sample
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Conversation about DL extends 

beyond the Hewlett community, 

though there is little activity among 

education thought leaders.  

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N
From 
Relevant 
Sample

89% (~18K) from 

9,680 non-Hewlett-

affiliated handles

11% (~2K) from 

44 Hewlett staff and 

grantee handles

1% (184) from 

9 education thought leader 

handles (out of 45 possible)

Of the 184 thought leader tweets, 

99% (175) are from 

2 Hewlett grantee handles

<1% (9) from 

7 non-Hewlett-

affiliated handles

Of the 
20K DL 
Tweets
generated 
in 2014-15

Education thought leaders are a mix of Hewlett 
staff and  grantees as well as people who are not 
affiliated with Hewlett in any way.

*

*
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1. #edchat

2. #edtech

3. #growthmindset

4. #pbl

5. #education

6. #pblchat

7. #deeperlearning

8. #learning

9. #flipclass

10.#edreform

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N

2011
1. #edchat

2. #edtech

3. #education

4. #edreform

5. #pbl

6. #cpchat

7. #ntchat

8. #elemchat

9. #learning

10.#flipclass

2 DL-
related 2014-15 DL-

related5

Top 10 hashtags:

DL-related hashtags were more frequently 

used in conversations in 2014-15.

From 
Relevant 
Sample
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There are slightly more tweets about 

DL than about Common Core, though 

overall proportion of tweets is low. 

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N
From 
FULL
Sample

2
0

1
4

-1
5 2,290,357

Total Tweets

15,853 
Common Core 

Tweets

19,791 
Deeper Learning 

Tweets
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C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N

DL-related concepts were more often the topic of 

the top 50 links shared in 2014-15 than in 2011. 

28 DL-related links

4 used 

DL term

Top 50 links

2014 
-15

4 DL-related links

Top 50 links

2011

0 used 

DL term

From 
FULL
Sample
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C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

D E E P E R  L E A R N I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N

External stakeholders perceive the volume of 

DL-related conversation as having increased, 

though it remains low overall, reinforcing media 

analysis findings. 

“Four years ago, I hadn’t heard the term and now I have.”

“While there is conversation about DL, it is in a different 

category than something like Common Core.” 

“I hear the term at the highest altitude—among 

academics—I never hear it at the ground level.” 
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C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

FA C T O R S  A F F E C T I N G  C H A N G E S  I N  C O N V E R S AT I O N

There has been some increased 

momentum regarding DL, though not 

strong public awareness or demand that would 

signify a “movement.” 

There has recently been greater 

consistency and intentionality from 

Hewlett regarding the definition and use of the 

term and DL communications.

In a crowded landscape of terms, it 

may be hard for DL to gain a 

foothold. 

Changes in the discourse regarding 

education reform has raised the profile 

of DL-related concepts.

e.g., less “demonization” of “soft skills,” Common 

Core is more prominent; publication of articles, 

reports (AIR) and books (Monica Martinez, Carol 

Dweck, Paul Tough). 

There is greater acceptance of the need for a 

broader educational approach.  
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Among grantees, there is not one clear 

and consistent definition of DL.

of the 17 defined DL 

C U R R E N T  S T A T U S  &  
C H A N G E  I N  D I S C O U R S E

FA C T O R S  A F F E C T I N G  C H A N G E S  I N  C O N V E R S AT I O N

“Everybody is saying the same thing…that's good, in 

the sense that it's clear that we're all landing darts in 

the same general area on the same dart board."

Specific definitions of DL vary, though there does 

appear to be alignment in the field.      

The Hewlett Foundation has described DL as 

including six competencies.  Most grantees talk about 

some, not all, of the six competencies and emphasize 

different ones—even with the same audiences.  

17

10

5 of the 10 talked 

about all six 

competencies 

ecosystem / DL 

movement grantees

Mastering academic content Critical thinking

10 8

Working collaboratively Learning to learn 

10 7

Effective communication Academic mindset

9 5

Breakdown of which competencies they talked about:
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Thoughts?Questions?
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