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N HER BEAUTIFULLY WRITTEN BOOK

A CROWDSOURCED
WINDOW ON
THE FUTURE
OF SCHOOLS

BY G R A N T L I C H T M A N

The Rise,

art historian and Yale University profes
sor Sarah Lewis explores “creativity, the
gift of failure, and the search for mas
tery.” Among other revealing examples
of creational success, Lewis decants the
story of the Hollywood “Black List,” not
the 1950s McCarthy-era Communist
witch-hunt, but rather a modern experi
ment by script reader Franklin Leonard.
In 2005, Leonard sent out an anonymous
email to 75 Hollywood colleagues and simply
asked for feedback on scripts that they loved
but that had not been made into films. Leonard
tabulated the results. Since that initial compila
tion, 40 percent of the scripts that made the first
annual Black List have been turned into feature
films. Compare this, Lewis notes, to the average
success rate of 0.3 percent for scripts that get
pitched through the Hollywood grapevine. Not
only were the films produced, many — including
Juno, Margin Call, Argo, American Hustle, and The
Social Network — have gone on to win multiple
Oscars and other top awards.
The Black List is now a favorite film-industry
hunting ground for movies with great future
prospects.
What is the lesson here? These were scripts
that the most successful movie producers in the
world turned down, some several times. Lewis
writes, “The list has exposed a fissure in the
film industry that would be present in any field
with pressure to conform to a particular formula
of past success” (my italics). In a nutshell, even
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though veteran moviemakers “loved”
the scripts, they could not find an ana
logue of past success that justified the
production risk.
Lewis goes on to connect the dots to
the groundbreaking 1950s work of psy
chologist Solomon Asch, who revealed
that we tend to “abandon our own opin
ions altogether under two conditions: (1)
when we anticipate that our opinion dif
fers from that of a group, and (2) when
we have to state our dissent out loud.” In
creating the Black List, Lewis reminds
us, Leonard was “not asking what scripts
would be most successful commercially.
He was simply asking which ones they
loved.” Collective “love,” announced
without the fear of a skeptical crowd,
turned out to be an incredibly strong
indicator of future success.
During 2012, I visited dozens of
schools and interviewed hundreds of
educators about what they see as the
future of learning and of schools — and
published my findings in #EdJoumey:
A Roadmap to the Future of Education
(Jossey-Bass, 2014). Since then, I have
been asked to share these findings
with many independent school teams
and independent school associations
around the country. Through a series
of design thinking-based workshops, I
was able to gather, archive, and synthe
size some of the additional questions
and ideas generated by diverse groups
of education-focused attendees. As for
the results, I had no expectations; I sim
ply collected this crowd-sourced data set
with faith in the power of smart minds
and large numbers.
As with the Black List, the results
raise interesting questions about the
tension in schools between new ideas
and past traditions — especially the
question of how we move forward with
ideas that we profess to love.

WHAT IF?
One activity was common at every
workshop. Armed only with sticky
notes and blank wall space, attendees
were prompted to ask questions that
start with the words “What if.” We
were looking only for questions that
would break, discard, or fundamen
tally change something that currently
104
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exists at their schools. Writing one
question per sticky note, they had
about six minutes to generate as many
questions as they could.
We then posted the notes on walls
and white boards, sorted the notes into
common themes, and created new,
sometimes quirky action ideas that
were quick-pitched to the crowd as if to
a group of skeptical equity investors. At
the end of each workshop, I gathered
the sticky notes, packed them in my
briefcase, and, usually on the airplane
home, typed every one of them into my
growing database.
In total, approximately 1,700 mem
bers of the independent school com
munity contributed to this knowledge
base, including classroom teachers,
business officers, heads of school,
technologists, academic and nonaca
demic administrators, and a smaller
num ber of students, parents, and
trustees. Because regional indepen
dent school associations organized
many of the workshops, the partici
pants represent hundreds of different
schools, of all kinds and sizes, from
nearly every region of the country.
By June 2014 I had gathered about
2,000 “What if” questions and started
sorting them into what I believed to
be “buckets” of similar ideas. There is
clearly a subjective component to this
sorting, which is why I focus on what
is common among the ideas, not what
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separates them. I was able to place
more than 1,500 of the roughly 2,000
responses in one of about 40 buckets.
The remainder related to very specific
conditions at individual schools or fell
into a category with just one or two
other similar responses.
I hope every school leader will
ponder the aggregate results (see list
on page 106). Given absolutely no
preconditions, more than 70 percent
of these expansive ideas, represent
ing all of our school stakeholders, fell
into groupings that describe dramatic,
sometimes radical changes to the
fundamental structures of learning at
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our schools. They posit major changes
in how we use time; how we work
together as educators; the nature of
learning based around subject; how
we teach and assess students; and the
role of students as the primary owners
of the learning process. None of the
top dozen categories of ideas is among
those that frequently dominate tradi
tional strategic plans: recruiting and
compensating excellent faculty, build
ing better facilities, increasing endow
ment, enhancing diversity, keeping
up with technology, or developing the
school’s brand.
What follows is an expansion on
the topics that form the top 70 percent
of these expansive questions.

BUST SILOS
More than any other topic, educators
see the value in breaking down the arti
ficial walls and boundaries that separate
learning into artificial quanta of subject,
age, and time. They seek increased
depth of learning for both students and
adults through a dramatic, perhaps
even universal, adoption of interdisci
plinary, transdisciplinary, or nondisciplinary courses. They suggest ways we
might promote, or even require, team
teaching by getting rid of subject-based
departments and by building learning
around big, broad projects, themes,
and the passions of colearning students
and teachers. Many found the vehicle of
silo-busting interdisciplinary work to be
a key to creating a school system with
greater levels of collaboration among
school colleagues and increasingly dis
tributed authority, which we recognize
as a critical success factor in innovating
organizations.

STUDENT OWNERSHIP OF
LEARNING
Educators recognize the importance
of increasing authentic participation
by students in the framing and devel
opment of the learning process. They
suggest that students have a larger
role in determining the content of
classes and in what classes they take.
They want to try “negotiating” the
content and schedule of classes among
students and teachers based on their

interests and passions rather than a
legacy formula of “what we did last
year” (some schools are already doing
this). They want to engage students
as designers and creators of curricu
lum and materials, including in the
development of digital textbook-like
resources. They see the value of pro
moting opportunities for students to
take on the role of teacher — within
their own classes, as teacher-mentors
to younger students, and within areas
of personal interest and expertise.

STUDENT ASSESSMENT
Educators collectively lam ent that
schools have developed a unique
method of student assessment that is
largely absent from the rest of the world
and often acts in direct contradiction
to the characteristics of good learning
and social development that we want
for our children. Respondents called
for the elimination of letter grades,
replacing them with a system of assess
ment based on “body of work” and
“demonstration of useful knowledge
and skills” through the compilation
of portfolios and community and peer
presentations. Many also suggested
that we either significantly decrease or
eliminate the use of standardized or
high-stakes tests that, purposefully or
not, have become the driver of many
elements of the learning process.

USE OF TIME: THE DAILY
SCHEDULE
Our use of time in school is seen as
one of the biggest obstacles to the kind
of learning the educators most value.
By far the most common perspective
among the educators took some form
of a frustrated call to “blow up the
schedule and start over with one that
is built around learning” rather than
engage in marginal, piecemeal tweaks
to a schedule that leaves time divided
into fairly rigid, subject-centric units.
Interestingly, and recognizing that
many respondents were teachers for
whom longer days mean more work,
there were numerous calls to lengthen
the effective school day, particularly
in the afternoon, to mitigate some of
the early-morning sleep issues that

we know are common, particularly for
older students.

DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING
Schools, particularly independent
schools, are famous for suggesting
that we focus on the learning and
developmental needs of the individual
child. Yet we also know that most
classrooms are still organized in ways
that default to the mean, not to the
learning style or pace of each child.
In this exercise, educators imagined
that we break away from grouping
students in classes based largely on
student age and focus instead on each
child’s unique development and per
formance. They envision multi-age
classes, performance-based assess
ments, and the use of rapidly evolving
technologies to tailor different paces
and modalities for fluidly changing
student groupings based on real-time
rates of individual learning.

PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT
Many stakeholders recognize that if we
want to distribute authority, innovate
the learning experience, and increase
networked collaboration, we absolutely
must create more time in the daily
schedule for professional develop
ment. They also believe that at least
some of this time should directly con
nect professional development with
transformational teaching practices.
A number of respondents in this cat
egory suggested that we require ongo
ing professional development plans
and collaborative sharing as conditions
of employment (a requirement already
in place at some schools).

USE OF TIME: THE ANNUAL
CALENDAR
Why, stakeholders asked, is our school
year driven by an utterly outdated agrar
ian calendar? While recognizing the
need for vacations and family time,
we see opportunities for learning by
extending the school year into or across
what is now the traditional summer
break. Stakeholders point to the power
ful learning experiences that successful
summer schools and summer camps
S p r i n c
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develop around student and teacher
passions and large blocks of time, not
traditional or required subjects. Con
tributors in this area suggest that the
only way to capture these experiences in
our schools is to rebuild the annual cal
endar around the learning experience,
not weather or the planting of crops.

ing resource beyond the laudable but
often shallow engagement of infre
quent service-learning projects. In my
workshops, educators suggested that
this learning might increasingly take
place via traditional partnerships with
institutions like museums, universi

ROLE OF THE TEACHER

W H A T W E 'D C H A N G E

Educators want teachers to move
beyond their role as purveyor of knowl
edge to students. They want to find
ways for teachers to engage in the learn
ing process alongside their students
as colearners and lead learners in the
classroom. Surprisingly, one of the
more common area of ideas involved
increasing the number of students in

W h e n I re v ie w e d t h e 2 ,0 0 0 “ W h a t if...? ” q u e s tio n s d e v e lo p e d by e d u c a to rs a c ro s s t h e c o u n 
try as w e ll as f r o m s o m e p a re n ts a n d s tu d e n ts , th e y s o rte d w e ll in to w h a t I b e lie v e d to be
4 0 “ b u c k e ts ” o f s im ila r id e a s . H e r e is a lis t o f t h e le a d in g b u c k e ts .

0
B re a k in g s ilo s o f te a c h in g and le a rn in g
S tu d e n t o w n e rs h ip o f le a rn in g
S tu d e n t a s s e s s m e n t
D a ily s c h e d ule
D iffe re n tia te d le a rn in g
P ro fe s s io n a l d e v e lo p m e n t
A n n u a l c a le n d a r
Role o f th e te a c h e r

Our stakeholders want our
students to spend more time
off campus, using the com
munity much more intention
ally as a valuable learning
resource beyond the laudable

C o m m u n ity in te g ra tio n
P ro m o te in n o v a tio n
D e c re a s e /e lim in a te APs
Increase o n lin e o ffe rin g s
Increase a ffo rd a b ility
Revise e m p lo y e e e v a lu a tio n syste m s
D e c re a s e /e lim in a te a th le tic s
D ecrease e m p h a s is o n c o lle g e
Increase access to o u td o o r le a rn in g spaces
Increase p a re n t in v o lv e m e n t a nd e d u c a tio n

but often shallow engage
ment of infrequent service
learning projects.
each class. We know that the overall
student-teacher ratio at a school is one
of the largest cost drivers we have,
and both teachers and administrators
expressed that, in their experience, true
project-based and collaborative learning
can be enhanced with more, not fewer,
students in the classroom.

D e c re a s e /e lim in a te h o m e w o rk
M o re te c h n o lo g y in c la s s ro o m s
Reduce a d m in is tra tio n
Increase tim e fo r re fle c tio n , play
Share c la s s ro o m s w ith o th e r te a che rs
S tu d e n ts a nd te a ch e rs w o rk in g fr o m h o m e
E lim in a te te x tb o o k s
C ha n g e m o d e l o f s tra te g ic p la n n in g
Increase te a c h e r w o rk lo a d
Share fa c ilitie s /re s o u rc e s w ith o th e r te a che rs
B igger, m o re fle x ib le class space
In cre a se d e s ig n lab spaces
D ecrease fin a n c ia l aid

COMMUNITY INTEGRATION
Educators understand that our schools
have been physically, socially, and
in many cases intellectually isolated
from the world beyond the campus
perimeter. Our stakeholders want
our students to spend more time off
campus, using the community much
more intentionally as a valuable learn
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ties, and corporate internships and in
more innovative ways by just having
students spend time observing and
engaging in their communities and
coming up with their own self-directed
projects. They also want to increas
ingly engage community experts in

Increase d iv e rs ity
C hange e m p lo y e e b e n e fit s tru c tu re
Increase se rvice to c o m m u n ity
Less te c h n o lo g y in c la s s ro o m s
D ecrease c o -c u rric u la r o ffe rin g s
E lim in a te /re d u c e p h ysica l c a m p u s
O u ts o u rc e o p e ra tio n s
D o w n s iz e /e lim in a te lib ra rie s
R educe te a c h e r w o rk lo a d

40

80

120

160

200

school mat ters

both on- and off-campus learning
opportunities.

PROMOTE INNOVATION
Educator-leaders recognize that suc
cessful organizations today operate in
ways that can be very different from
the ways they've operated in the past,
and this involves the learning and
adoption of a different set of orga
nizational skills. They want leaders
to model and support creative risk
taking. They believe that our schools
should provide professional develop
ment in the skills of innovation and
change management. They see the
connection between increased trans
parency in governance and school
administrative roles and the develop
ment of real trust between teachers
and administrators.

DECREASE OR ELIMINATE
ADVANCED PLACEMENT
COURSES
While the other top buckets represent
groups of ideas, this one is a single

issue bucket. Workshop educators
believe that courses of study such as
Advanced Placement (AP) are anti
thetical to our stated goals of essential
outcomes for students, yet drive a great
deal of what we do in terms of sched
ule and curriculum. They suggest we
eliminate these courses and instead
design and offer rigorous courses that
allow students to pursue areas of indi
vidual passion and interest.

THREE TAKEAWAYS
The specific questions that these
educators posed ranged from highly
pragmatic and simple to far-reaching,
quirky, and revolutionary. I think there
are three overarching takeaways from
this exercise:
• The ideas that underpin these questions
diverge radically from most or all of the
major foci of many school strategic plans:
hiring and retaining faculty, building
cam paigns, financial sustainabil
ity, diversity, communication, fund
raising, and science, technology, engi

neering, and mathematics or STEM/
technology. None of these traditionally
highlighted issues is represented in
the top 70 percent of responses. Does
this mean that the hundreds of educa
tors who contributed their questions
don’t care about the traditional goals
in their school’s last strategic plan?
No. But given the latitude to ask one
or more simple questions that expand
the frame of our thinking, most of us
quickly focus on fundamental changes
to the learning systems at our schools.
• The need to change the learning process
at a foundational level is deeply shared by
all groups. Our traditional methods of
surveying our communities and gath
ering ideas for how we can improve
have largely missed out on the collec
tive imagination we unwrap by merely
asking a more expansive set of ques
tions. Most stakeholders recognize that
learning represents the core of what
schools do, and that future success in
a rapidly changing world requires that
we rebuild the learning process and

alw ays inspired
vays in n o v a tiv e
architecture for
independent schools
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outcom es in ways that are fu n d am en 
tally different from the past. They w ant
to retool learning along the lines o f a
progressive, student-learn in g -cen tric
pedagogy, fueled by collaborative and
transdisciplinary experiences and m ea
sured th ro u g h authentic perform ancebased assessm ent.
Groups across our school communities
are more knowledgeable and empathetic
with their colleagues’ “business” than
we often give them credit for. Teach
ers recognize the financial pressures
o f operating an in d ep en d en t school
and do not shy away from suggesting
longer w orking days, a longer school
calendar, stu d en t assessm ent practices
that w ould m e a n m ore work, and even
larger class sizes. As author Daniel
Pink observes in Drive: The Surprising
Truth About W hat Motivates Us, we
find that m any workers, particularly in
know ledge-based industries, are m oti
vated by som ething other th an higher
pay. Similarly, w hile b usiness officers,
parents, and nonacadem ic adm inistra
•

tors m ay be viewed by teachers as less
expert in w hat takes place in the class
room , th e ir resp o n ses dem o n strate
the im portance they place on evolving
pedagogy to m eet th e d em an d s o f
w hat we have com e to call 21st-century
learning.
Is th is crow d-sourced co m p ilatio n
o f free-range questions an education
industry analogue o f Leonard’s Hol
lywood Black List? Perhaps it is a start.
Like the Black List, it is unfettered by
w hat is perceived as success in the past.
O ur traditional m ethods o f strategic
visioning and planning fail today for
several reasons: They take a long time;
are infrequent relative to the rate of
change; tend to couch future options
w ithin a fram ework o f past success and
failure; and fail to consider significantly
d isru p tiv e changes. A less form al,
rapid, crowd-sourced style o f expansive
thinking can highlight w hat our com 
m unities really think w hen they are not
bound by the constraints o f m ore tradi
tional processes, including pressure to

not offer solutions from well outside the
fram e o f past experience.
There is a problem atic gap — per
haps m ore an existential chasm —
between what we say we want and what
we actually do in schools today. Given
the freedom to im agine how school
could be improved, the m ajority o f us
aim straight at the heart o f major, often
radical, changes to the learning struc
tures and processes that have shaped
K— 12 education for 150 years. Given the
freedom o f anonymity, we collectively
p u t forward suggestions w ith block
busting potential for a learning ecosys
tem that has been passed over by educa
tional leaders and systems for decades.
The question ahead: W hat if we had
the courage to aggressively, sustainably,
intentionally im plem ent these ideas?

Grant Lichtman is a senior fellow at the Martin Insti
tute for Teaching Excellence. He shares resources and
blogs about every school he visits and works with at
www.grantlichtman.com. His book, #EdJourney: A
Roadmap to the Future of Education, is available via
most major online book retailers.
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