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Changeless Reform
or Educational Revolution?

The debate over what should be done to improve the
effectiveness of American K-12 educational systems
has been refueled by the dialogue springing from the
enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and
the subsequent ripples that this legislation has caused
(Robelen, 2004). On the one hand, the spitit of the law
has been praised, while on the other the letter of the
law is criticized because it requires the labeling of
schools that can obscure remarkable improvement
(McCall, Kingsbury, & Olson, 2004) and hinges on all
student subgroups clearing the same hurdles. The
solutions proposed include the allocation of more
money (see Costrell & Peyser, 2004), greater attention
to teacher quality, and transferring students from failing
to successful schools. Such proposals are not novel in
the predictable history of school reform—in fact
reforms du jour typically repackage old solutions in
hopes that “this time things will be different.” Hess
(2004) groups such ideas and those who promote them
under the moniker “status quo reform.” If the
educational past can teach us anything, we should fear
that NCLB will be yet another changeless reform.

In the spring of 2004, education officials in
Washington, DC, announced changes to the
interpretation of NCLB aimed at easing a few of the
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more onerous measures. The question that remains is:
Can NCLB-type legislation and reforms that rearrange
rather than change schools provide real hope for
educational improvement? Based on about 15 years of
experience working with schools to facilitate change,
we think that the answer is “No.” It is our belief that
transformation of education is most likely to succeed if
it occurs by way of a design process undertaken and
“owned” by educators in partnership with community
stakeholders. In other words, for real improvement to
take hold, schools must be re-visioned and redesigned
by the people who will use them. This is a very
different approach to school change with the potential
for very different results.

The observation that the educational system itself is
the source of the ineffectiveness that plagues American
education is not new. Critics of reform du jour have
pointed out that tinkering with the existing system is
certain to produce results that fall short. Branson (1987)
concluded that the current paradigm of schools
operates at almost maximum efficiency and
effectiveness and that the small margin between the
current efficiency levels and 100% efficiency is not
worth the expense of closing the gap. In other words
even if we could get 100% productivity from our
present system of education, we would be left wishing
for a better education system—the paradigm of the
system is keeping us from realizing the results that we
want. A decade later, Covington (1996) made the point
again by observing the tendency of school reform
efforts to intensify current measures in hopes of
achieving the educational heights we want. The myth
of intensification, as Covington calls it, is the false hope
that employing current strategies for improvement but
executing them more often, for longer periods of time,
with more money, more training, and higher standards
will lead to real educational change and improvement.

As a real-world example of how genuine educational
revolution produces markedly different results from
typical educational reform strategies, we review a
recently published book that reports on the successes of
a school designed according to revolutionary
principles. After a short synopsis of this successful
school transformation, we focus on how the school is
fundamentally different in curriculum and instruction
from the current orthodoxy of how schools should be
run. Next, we review design principles that are present
in the school and which are likely to be organizing
tenets of other transformational efforts. Having
reviewed the what and how of school transformation as
well as the foundational principles for implementing
the design, we emphasize the importance of the
transformation process that is critical to evolving and
enacting a new paradigm of education. To support this
point, we share our own field experience in a mid-
western district that has embarked on a school
transformation journey.
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The Education Revolution:
Spectacular Learning at Lower Cost

Morton Egol (2003) presents a plan for America’s
educational future in his self-published book titled, The
Education Revolution: Spectacular Learning at Lower
Cost.! The “spectacular learning” is achieved essen-
tially by cultivating a love of learning in students
—something missing in the current system—under the
recognition that high motivation is crucial for high
student performance. The “lower cost” is largely
accomplished by eliminating educational bureaucracy
—a net gain of $75 billion for the American economy if
the system could transform itself overnight.2

The Community Learning Center (CLC) in Alameda,
California is the incarnation of an educational
microcosm that Egol is urging the country to take to
scale in order to benefit from the educational
achievements of a unique venture sponsored by Arthur
Andersen.3 Key features of the learning center model
include a cross-disciplinary team of teachers (five), a
heterogeneous community of learners (150), high levels
of parent involvement as a condition of attendance, a
flat governance structure that relies heavily on student
participation, and individualized learning plans that
include apprenticeships.

Egol makes the case for the need for a new system of
education by explaining how the present system may
have at one time worked for the industrial age but is
obsolete in the information age. Key features of
industrial-age education are a pedagogy of trans-
mission, the passive role of students, the very structure
of schools, and evaluation practices (e.g., letter grades).
Egol points out that few efforts to effect educational
change grasp the fact that key changes in society
require fundamental changes in the educational system.
Having overlooked this, most reforms reinforce the
current system rather than introducing changes of
substance.

As Egol juxtaposes his view of the current system
with his vision of the future system, his language is
emotionally charged:

'The book is available, at $21.95, from Wisdom Dynamics
LLC, P.O. Box 174, Tenafly, N}J 07670, as well as:
http://iwww.wisdomdynamics.com/, Barnes & Noble book
stores, and Amazon.com (the author’s e-mail address:
mortonegol @wisdomdynamics.com).

2Under Egol’s system, educating a child would cost $5,940 in
2002 dollars. The savings are realized in states that in 2002
spent more than this to educate each student. By his
calculations, on pages 79 and 80 of his book, six states would
actually be spending more money per student with his design.
3Egol was employed by the consulting firm and was instru-
mental in founding this new schooling model in 1996.

The contrast with the existing system of schooling is
stark. The current education system withholds trust,
robs children of their freedom, and does not treat them
as individuals. Under this prison-like form of education,
the learner has no rights and is tightly controlled within
the classroom setting. The system teaches to a mythical
‘average’ student and thus fosters conformity and
mediocrity. This runs counter to the values of
individualism, creativity, and entrepreneurialism. (p. 7)

The Curricular What of
School Transformation

According to Egol (2003), given that different
students learn at different rates, the key organizing
element of most schools, specifically that all students
learn the same content at the same pace, assures the
failure of some students. Furthermore, schools presently
under-emphasize the skill set that can be best described
as the tools of learning in favor of a corpus of
prescribed content. ,

As its name suggests, the information age is marked
by an explosion of information and knowledge. The
rapidly expanding body of knowledge presents real
challenges for curriculum design. Egol implies that the
current move toward standards-based reform does not
adequately address the need for a change in curricular
focus. Rather than a focus that emphasizes the
acquisition of discrete chunks of curriculum, students
should be helped to acquire and sharpen “the lifelong
skills of Learning-to-Think and Learning-to-Learn that
will enable them to acquire a wider range of
knowledge as they need it” (p. 10). Egol proposes a
regimen that he calls the “new basics,” which would
equip students for the information age where learning
to learn is of paramount importance. These new basics
include skills such as: strategic reading and speed
reading, effective writing, research, note-taking,
effective presentations, listening, dialogue, and logic,
among others. These new basics are a similar departure
from the current curriculum as those called for by many
observers, including the U.S. Department of Labor
(1991) and the American Psychological Association
(Lambert & McCombs, 1998; McCombs & Whisler,
1997).

The Instructional How of
School Transformation

Egol identifies the shift from teachers teaching to
learners learning as the central difference between the
educational paradigms of the industrial and information
ages. He advocates that students should be self-directed
in their learning and that the curriculum should be
constructed by learners rather than transmitted to
learners. The role of teachers in the new system is one
of facilitation and modeling. Indeed, teachers in Egol’s
“community learning center” (CLC) model are
themselves learners pursuing their own learning goals.
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Teachers in these settings work in teams to support
learners in achieving their goals. Teachers are also key
community liaisons as they work outside the school
walls to arrange community partnerships and
apprenticeship opportunities.

At the core of Egol’s new design is the fundamental
transfer of responsibility and motivation for learning
from the teacher to the student. This is not achieved by
fiat but by fostering learning motivation and capacity in
each student as they set and achieve their own learning
goals. Egol emphasizes that the shift from teaching to
tearning will result in savings as teachers turn from
managing students to facilitating learning. He restates
the premise of his argument: “If we redesign the system
to take students out of ‘classes’ and empower them as
self-directed learners, while transforming teachers into
facilitators, there is no limit to the quality that can be
achieved at lower per-pupil costs” (p. 28).

While Egol’s recommendations for this new
approach to learning and instruction are based on the
Alameda CLC, he does not cite research evidence to
support it. Nevertheless, much research support does
exist, most notably from the American Psychological

Association {(Lambert & McCombs,1998; McCombs &

Whisler, 1997) and the National Research Council
(Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000).

Revolutionary Principles for
Revolutionary Results

Underlying the radical changes in curriculum and
instruction are principles that are keys to new and
effective educational designs. While the forms that new
educational designs take will vary in appearance, it
seems likely to us that many principles underlying the
forms will be similar.

We believe that, at the highest level, the mission of
schools for the information age, in which constant
learning is essential to success in life, is to produce self-
directed and self-motivated learners. The designs for
new schools will vary, but they will hinge on a new
view of learning that is consonant with the information
age. The principles to guide revolutionary school
designs that Egol states explicitly or implicitly can be
organized into two categories (see Table 1). First, there
are the principles that outline a new view of learning.
The second class of principles stems from the first and
addresses system-level changes necessary to align with
the new view of learning. In other words, when the
principles of information-age learning are assumed, the
organization of schools as a means to learning must
also change in significant ways.

Several big ideas are evident in the principles of
learning category. One of these ideas is customization
(or personalization ) over standardization, which is
discussed by Reigeluth (1994, 1999). As consumers
gravitate to the product lines and services tailored to
their needs, it is not difficult to see how such a trend

Table 1. Principles of Information-Age Education.

Principles of Learning Principles of School

Organization

Time allocations must
be changed

* Learning should be self-
directed

* Leaming should often .
be collaborative

Organization of the
learning environment
must take advantage of

* Groups and diversity

organizations can learn

* Teachers should be
lead learners and
facilitators

* learning should be
personalized

* Learning should be

project-based ¢ Tall hierarchical

bureaucracies should be
replaced with flat
democratic governance

* Learning is about
mastery rather than

exposure * Schools should be

* Service learning has governed by users
high relevance and

- * Schools should be
motivational value

community learning
** The tools of learning are hubs o

critical competencies Productivity must

increase

could benefit education. Indeed as choices for
education proliferate and parents adopt a consumer
mindset about education, personalized attention will be
an expectation. Personalization is the logical extension
of outcomes-based education. If learning rather than
teaching is the primary distinction between industrial-
age and information-age schools, targeted attention to
each individual’s learning needs is the only logical end.

The special education field has developed
individualized education plans (IEPs) to comply with
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA,
1994). Though the substance of these plans usually
addresses specific interventions and modifications to be
made by the classroom teacher, we believe the case
conference, which is part of the formal process for
formulating the plans, has much to offer those thinking
about designing schools that emphasize personaliza-
tion. In these case conferences, teachers, principals,
specialists, students, and parents convene to discuss
and design a learning plan that targets specific areas of
need.

Implied in a personalized approach to education is a
focus on mastery rather than coverage of content.
When singular needs are the focus of learning plans, it
only makes sense to spend time on topics, skills, and
proficiencies that are not yet mastered. Since students
learn at different rates, if achievement is really the goal,
then the time for learning must vary (National
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Education Commission on Time and Learning, 1994). A
mastery-based curriculum approach is itself a
motivational design, as learners are helped to
overcome real learning challenges, rather than
spending time on material they have already mastered
or being forced to move on before mastering essential
skills and knowledge.

Another big idea evident in the principles of learning
category is that life-long learning raises the importance
of certain skill sets (e.g., collaboration, self-guided
learning, and of course learning to learn). The reality of
life outside of schools is that people change careers
several times during their work lives. Many jobs that
today’s kindergartners will hold have not yet been
created or even conceived. The information-age is
marked by geometric knowledge expansion, making it
more and more difficult to agree about what facts,
information, and knowledge must really be in
everyone’s possession. What is clear is that meaningful
content must form the intellectual space for students as
teachers (facilitators) assist them in grasping, develop-
ing, and honing their inquiry skills and problem-solving
abilities—essentially Egol’s new basics.
~ We now consider the second category of principles
for revolutionary school design—principles of school
organization. If personalization and learning to learn
are key changes for our learning paradigm (and we
agree that they are), schools will need to be redesigned
and much of the structure of schools—or “grammar of
schools” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995)—will need to be
transformed if schools are to produce the kinds of
citizens with requisite skills to succeed in the
information-age society.

Two key resources need to be realigned in order to
support the new learning paradigm. The first is time
(National Education Commission on Time and
Learning, 1994). Time should be apportioned flexibly
for mastery to be maximized for each student. Time
should be made flexible on a number of levels, from
daily schedules (e.g., doing away with class periods) to
yearly schedules (e.g., doing away with grade levels,
and even the rigid, 180-day school calendar).

Another challenge to the current organization of
schools is the allocation of personnel. As Egol suggests,
the bloated bureaucracy of schools diverts resources
from classroom learning. The roles of teachers are also
impacted by the shift in the learning paradigm. They
must change from transmitter of knowledge to
facilitator of learning. Also, the “content” in which a
teacher is certified should perhaps be Egol’s “new
basics” rather than traditional subject-matter content
(an increasingly narrowly defined canon of knowledge
that is becoming more difficult to justify for all
students). We believe that this should be viewed as a
positive general trend rather than a complete change in
teaching role. There may continue to be some purposes
that are served well by a pedagogy of transmission.

Egol leaves no doubt about his passion for school
transformation. This passion gives the book an urgent
tone that sometimes toys with hyperbole and the
melodramatic. This can be excused as deserved
enthusiasm for what his successful model augurs for
American education. Egol’s fervency has the weight of
a successful example—an existence proof—to bolster
the credibility of the transformation he proposes.

Egol is ebullient about the potential savings that
would be realized by a scaled-up version of this
educational revolution. While such savings may have
large popular appeal in the present political climate,
we feel that more important than his speculations about
savings is Egol’s advocacy for real changes in the
paradigm of teaching and learning, which promises to
greatly improve the effectiveness of schools by radically
changing the use of time, talent, and technology
(Schiechty, 1990). In other words, absent the savings, if
the transformations that Egol urges were successful,
they would be well worth the one-time investment of
time, energy, and money to cover the transformation
process.

It is also important to note that the CLC model is

~ designed to serve secondary students. it would be

interesting to know if Egol’s design would need to
change significantly to accommodate younger learners.

Mission Critical:
The Transformation Process

While Egol’s book offers evidence that it is possible
to challenge the structure or “grammar of school”
(Tyack & Cuban, 1995) and to come out with a
successful design, getting from the schools we have to
the schools we want requires close attention to the
transformation process—a process that can be
painstaking but nonetheless critical to the eventual
success of the new designs. It is to this process that we
now turn our attention.

Egol should be commended for addressing the
transformation process at all. Many analysts describe
what changes they think should be made but give no
guidance on how to help bring about those changes
successfully. The transformation process is perhaps the
most critical and most difficult aspect of fundamental
(revolutionary) educational change, so it is important
that Egol addresses it. He should also be commended
for recommending actions to be taken by the full range
of organizations and individuals involved in education:
federal and state governments, school districts,
teachers, colleges and universities, businesses, philan-
thropies, parents, and citizens. This represents truly
systemic thinking as discussed by Banathy (1991),
Checkland (1984), Capra (1982), and Ackoff (1981).

At the core of Egol’s recommendations is getting
school districts to: (1) conduct a visioning process with
all stakeholders, (2) create prototype CLCs, and (3) offer
free choice for enrollment in CLCs. However, Egol does
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