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Abstract

Deviant by Design: Forging Systems for Path-Diverse Learners introduces a systems-level
analytical framework for understanding and critiquing educational design. At its core, this
framework centers human variability, developmental diversity, and equity as realities that
educational systems must prioritize in their design.

All learners can be understood as ‘path-diverse’ learners. Path-diversity refers to the reality
that learners inherently vary in their developmental trajectories and patterns across multiple
dimensions over time, including pacing, sequencing, and modes of engaging in learning. At any
given point or period, learners occupy different positions along these spectral dimensions, which
are dynamic and shaped by a combination of context, circumstance, and behavior.

Educational systems, however, tend to be designed for uniformity and conformity to
normative and idealized expectations rather than for human variability or developmental
realities. These expectations—which span assumptions about pacing, motivation, definitions of
“success,” and beyond—are encoded in a mythological “ideal learner” that shapes the design and
implementation of educational structures, policies, institutional practices, and assessment
schemes. As a result, educational systems privilege and reward learners whose developmental
trajectories tend to align more closely with prescribed norms and ideals, while simultaneously
marginalizing and punishing others, who disproportionately experience constrained
opportunity, misclassification, and overlooked potential.

This zine advances an analytical framework of path-diverse learning that (1) reconceptualizes
learner variability as a core developmental reality to be centered in educational design, and (2)
locates educational problems at the systemic level rather than the individual level. Building upon
interdisciplinary scholarship spanning education, psychology, sociology, and adjacent fields, this
zine explores how the mythological “ideal learner” has become structurally entrenched in
educational systems, how these structures shape learners’ experiences over time, and how they
produce or reinforce inequities that emerge as unevenly distributed harms. The zine concludes
by outlining tentative design directions for more effective and equitable educational systems,
including guiding principles, responsive integrations, and reflective structures that support
human variability, developmental diversity, and plasticity.

Overall, these conceptual contributions position path-diverse educational design as a central
framework for shifting how educational systems anticipate, respond to, and design for real
learners, thereby forging effective, human-centered educational systems.
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