When the Education World Goes Flat

I love to talk about the future, but I want to start out by talking a little bit about the past. Let's

pretend it's forty years ago and you've gotten a small glimpse of the future. The statisticians

worked with you, and gave you an idea for a tremendous investment opportunity that you went

home and told your spouse about. "Honey, I've seen the future, and I know that automobile

production in this country and around the globe is going to skyrocket. Let's take our life savings

and put it into—" Remember those rubber lines at the service station that would ring when you

ran over them: ding, ding, ding, ding? Knowing that everybody was going to have a car in the

future, investing in those rubber lines would have seemed like a wonderful opportunity. You

would have been in deep trouble.

Now let's imagine it's twenty years ago, and you happen to be staying at a hotel where the postal

service is having a conference entitled "The Post Office of the Future: Handling All of Your

Communication Needs." And they're talking about digital metering and stamp machines that

consumers can access with a credit card. They're even talking about extending their hours of

operation. Now if you'd overheard all of this you'd probably be pretty excited about the prospects.

So let's fast-forward twenty years. Now don't get me wrong—I love the post office. But there's

not a person in this world who depends on the post office like they did twenty years ago to handle

all their communication needs. Simply put, the needs of today don't match up with the system that

was designed for the needs of an earlier age. And this leads me to my discussion of another

institution whose design isn't standing up to the needs of today.

Education in the Age of Globalization

In talking about education, I used to quote the opening line of Jim Collins's book, Good to Great:

"We don't have great schools in this country principally because we have good schools." I don't

use that line anymore because it's no longer about having good schools or great schools but about

causing learning to happen at the highest possible levels for every single child in this country, and

that's not necessarily going to happen with the structure of the past.

Here's the essential question: "What happens to time-worn concepts of classrooms and teaching

when we can go online and learn anything, anywhere, anytime?" (Richardson 2006). So far, not

much has happened, but that's going to change. There are a few questions we need to start asking

ourselves, such as, What if we lose control over content we used to own? I used to be a French

teacher. If students wanted to learn about French impressionism in my rural Kentucky school

district, I was the expert; they had to depend on me. And unless they continued all the way to

French III, they didn't really learn about French impressionism. Today they can take a virtual tour

of the Musée d'Orsay. They don't need me, so I'd better be showing my value in some other way.

General Eric Shinseki, U.S. Army chief of staff, said, "If you don't like change, you're going to

like irrelevance even less." One of my favorite Far Side cartoons portrays Rex the wonder dog on

a unicycle on a tightrope. He's got hula hoops around him and a jar on his head, he's juggling, and

he's holding a cat in his mouth, and the caption reads, "High above the hushed crowd, Rex tried to

remain focused. Still he couldn't shake one nagging thought: he was an old dog and this was a

new trick." With the exception of a few first-year teachers, we are all old dogs trying to do new

tricks in a very different environment—and everybody's watching.

Globalization

In Thomas Friedman's brief history of the twenty-first century (2005), he talks about how various

changes over time have led to a "flat" world, where people and companies can compete with one

another on a "level playing field" no matter where in the world they are. In his time line, he talks

about three eras of globalization. The first he calls Globalization 1.0, 1492–1800, when the world

started shrinking from large to medium as countries globalized to produce economic wealth; that

was the old world. Next came Globalization 2.0, 1800–2000, when the world shrank from

medium to small as multinational companies globalized for wealth and economic power. And if

you weren't in an area where you had the opportunity to attract and maintain a multinational

company, you got left out of economic life. That was the new world. Globalization 3.0, beginning

in 2000, sees the world shrinking from small to tiny, with individuals collaborating and

competing globally, leading to their own wealth and economic power.

Education

Based on Friedman's text, I have come up with my own brief history of education. First we have

Education 1.0, when formal learning was for the few and the privileged, resources were limited to

what was on hand, and educational leadership was local and limited. In this phase, local power

and muscle determined success. If you happened to be on a plantation somewhere and the visiting

tutor didn't know very much, you didn't know very much. If you were trying to learn a skill or a

trade from somebody who wasn't very good at it,  your chances of being productive in it were quite limited. Next came Education 2.0 and with it increased opportunities for many, although subpopulations were given subpar resources, opportunities, and expectations. Education shifted into schools at all levels. Large schools developed with an assembly-line mentality. We had that"time is equal to learning" myth. Educational leadership was institutionalized in the same way asthe multinational factory model, and competition was seen as the way to spur success. 
Now let's think about Education 3.0. The shift is in the focus from teaching to learning, from an

environment of standardization—you can have any history course here at Grand Island Senior

High you want as long as it's the history that I'm teaching in my course this period—to one of

mass customization. Given what we have available in technology right now, if someone wants to

learn U.S. history by tracing it through fashion design or culinary arts or mechanics or physics,

we could make it happen. We have the capability to mass-customize learning for each individual

in this country. In Education 3.0, we're going from teacher-controlled learning five days a week

in class to learning 24/7/7—not just twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, but across seven

continents. If I were a teacher, I could have a student enrolled in a school in Antarctica because they were there with their parents on a trip, and I wouldn't have to have them miss one beat in terms of helping them learn. In Education 3.0, we're also moving toward educational leadership focused on learning and collaborative relationships. It's not about school reform; we did that. We set out to reform schools and we eked out every bit of good work and practice that it has to give us. But everything's about to change. It's not just the business world that's going to go flat in the twenty-first century; education is going to go flat as well. The title of Friedman's book was so named because he was in Bangalore one day talking with a software designer who said, "Thanks to technology, I can compete and collaborate with anybody, anywhere in the world." Why do we

think that the only place students can go for learning is our little classrooms under an individual

teacher who may or may not be qualified, no matter how much education they've had?

Changes on the Horizon

There's a tsunami coming. Three tectonic plates are going to change public education, and they're

just about finished shifting on the ocean floor. If you look on the surface, you barely see a ripple.

But don't kid yourself, it doesn't mean it's not coming. The first one is the identification of

standards. When I was in high school, Algebra I was whatever Mrs. Meyerhenry wanted to

teach. And though she was doing the best job she could, it doesn't change the fact that it could

have been very different from what Mr. Goa was teaching next door in Algebra I, or even

different from what she taught at a later period. Today we're working on establishing standards.

In the school where I was principal, every kid taking a course with the same name has to learn the

same content. So we've agreed on the product.

Related to this is the second thing—implementation of common end-of-course assessments. The

kids in that school know that no matter who they have for a teacher, they're responsible for

learning at the same level as everybody else. When I was in high school, everyone knew what

teachers to take if you didn't want to work very hard. With common assessments, that's

eliminated, because even though you may have the teacher who's "easy," if you can't pass the

end-of-course assessment, you don't pass the course.

The third tectonic plate is technology and the opportunities for learning 24/7/7. "What happens to timeworn concepts of classrooms and teaching and the organizations that oversee them when we can go online and learn anything, anytime, anywhere?" In Time magazine's Best of 1996 issue, the Internet was just barely coming on the scene, and the iPod is just five years old this week.

Technology is moving fast—five years goes by like nothing. Imagine laser-focused learning for

each individual student using something like an iPod. For the student at my school who doesn't pass the end-of-course assessment in algebra, we can say, "Oh, it was this standard that you didn't

understand. Let's go online, find the 375,000 resources for that one standard, and get them to

you." He won't need to take Algebra I over again. 

So, what are the implications? If the goal is

learning rather than schooling, then who cares where, how, under whom, or on what schedule the

learning occurs? If the business just around the corner is one of credentialing not time but

learning, then we're going to have to change from the rubber-line-ringing business that we're in

because that's not going to have too much relevance. What happens when learning is available to

every student in every state at any time? What happens when standards and assessments go the

way of the wiki? What happens when we have standards and assessments that are agreed on not

from the top down but from the bottom up? The paradigm shift is from the age of schooling to the

age of learning, and in a 3.0 world, it's not about schooling but about causing learning. If I'm a

school administrator, why on earth should I think that kids have to get physics or chemistry from

a teacher five days a week in a class of x number of kids if I could have them in a seminar two

days a week and hire a tutor from India or China who would work with them for as long as it took

to cause the learning at a particular level—and I could do it at 30 percent cost reductions? As a

school administrator, I'm not in the business of running an employment agency; I'm there to cause

learning.

Planning for Change

As I noted at the beginning of this paper, we need to look at the past to find lessons for the future.

In the corporate world, we know what happened to the industries who thought they and not their

customers would always be in control. We ended up with auto plants that ran smoothly but 

turned out cars that were often of poor quality—similar to the problem we're having with schools.

If auto-industry leaders had known what was coming, would that  have changed their

responsibilities to their organizations and the individuals in them? That's what we need to ask

ourselves in terms of schools. How does it change your responsibility when you realize that the

rate of change on the outside is exceeding the rate of change on the inside?

Systems theorist Erich Jantsch said, "To live in an evolutionary spirit means to engage with full

ambition and without any reserve in the structure of the present, and yet to let go and flow into a

new structure when the right time has come." We'd do well to think about "the structure of the

present" as school reform, and the "right time" is now.
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