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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 N o Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and
the subsequent ripples that this legislation has caused
(Robelen, 2004). O n the one hand, the spirit of the law
has been praised, while on the other the letter of the
law i s criticized because i t 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 i n
hopes that "this time things will be different." Hess
(2004) groups such ideas and those who promote them
under the moniker "status quo reform." I f the
educational past can teach us anything, we should fear
that NCLB will be yet another changeless reform.
I n the spring of 2004, education officials i n
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 i s our belief that
transformation of education i s 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 w i l l use them. This i s 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 i s 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 i n 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 i s
fundamentally different in curriculum and instruction
from the current orthodoxy of how schools should be
run. Next, we review design principles that are present
i n the school and which are likely to be organizing
tenets of other transformational efforts. Having
reviewed the what and howof 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 i n a midwestern district that has embarked on a school
transformation journey.
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