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1

 Introduction

Education is in a crisis. The current education paradigm—the 
one-size-fi ts-all schooling, the defi cit-driven pedagogy, the exam-
oriented teaching and learning, and the narrow curriculum de-
void of authenticity and relevance in the real world—is obsolete. 
It hurts children in the system today and fails to prepare them for 
the future (Barber, Donnelly, & Rizvi, 2012; Goyal, 2012, 2016; 
Robinson, 2011; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Wagner, 2008, 2012; 
Wagner & Dintersmith, 2015; Zhao, 2012, 2015, 2018). There is 
general consensus that the current education system does not and 
cannot equip children with the abilities they will need in the future. 
Instead of rote memorization of content knowledge, which con-
tinues as the dominant focus of the current classroom, the future 
world needs creativity, entrepreneurial thinking, critical thinking, 
collaboration, communication, and a host of other competencies 
that continue to be ignored in education today (Brunello & Schlot-
ter, 2010; Duckworth & Yeager, 2015; Trilling & Fadel, 2009; Zhao, 
2016). There is also agreement that the present education arrange-
ment does not serve all children well because students today have 
a diversity of talents, interests, and needs that defy the one-size-
fi ts-all arrangement (Rose, 2016; Tomlinson, 2014; Tomlinson & 
McTighe, 2006; Zhao, 2018a). Furthermore, it has been pointed 
out that the current education system fails to engage students be-
cause it allows little room for children to exercise their autonomy 
and self-determination as well as seek learning that is relevant to 
the real world (OECD, 2013b; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014; Yazzie-
Mintz, 2010).

As Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Romer once said, “A 
crisis is a terrible thing to waste” (Romer, 2004, as cited in Manzo, 
2010). A crisis is an opportunity to break from the past, to create 
something new. The education crisis we face today is an oppor-
tunity to invent a new paradigm of education that can help culti-
vate skills for the future, meet the needs of diverse learners, and © H
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2 Introduction

engage students in meaningful learning. The new paradigm may 
have different implementations, but it has a number of univer-
sal features: broad, relevant, and fl exible curriculum; strength-
based, autonomous, and authentic learning experiences; and 
differentiated, individualized, and child-centered teaching. Re-
fl ecting these common understandings, Zhao (2012) articulates 
one version of the new paradigm, suggesting that a transforma-
tional education should have three components: student-driven 
curriculum, product-oriented learning, and a globalized campus. 
Within these components, schools should place a special empha-
sis on cultivating entrepreneurial and creative thinking by mak-
ing education personalizable and authentic (Zhao, 2018a).

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND 
PERSONALIZABLE EDUCATION

Entrepreneurship and product-oriented learning are the core 
of a personalizable, student-owned pedagogy of education. This 
new paradigm provides students access to the 21st-century and 
soft skills largely recognized within both the business and educa-
tion worlds as necessary for student, and even human, success. 
Through entrepreneurship education, students develop commu-
nication skills, interpersonal and collaborative skills, resilience, 
agency, courage, confi dence, and more. They learn to identify 
and solve problems worth solving. They learn to try, fail, learn 
the diffi cult lesson that failure is not an endpoint or the end of 
the world, and get up and try again. They learn that, whether or 
not they intend to start their own business, having an entrepre-
neurial mindset has wide application to the benefi t of the world 
and themselves. 

Product-oriented learning provides the next iteration for problem-
based or project-based learning. It moves projects and problems 
out of the confi nes and restrictions of a set of standards or curric-
ular objectives that must be covered in certain years and in specif-
ic orders. Rather, it empowers children, offering the freedom and 
agency for student-centered learning in which individual talents 
and interests are prioritized and potentials maximized. It challenges 
students to focus on relevant problems that are worth the effort 
to solve, whether through product development, reinvention for © H
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Introduction 3

improvement, or social innovation. In this way, it provides an au-
thenticity that students crave in their work. All too often students 
rightly ask something along the lines of “Why do we have to learn 
this?” or “When will we ever use this?” Product-oriented learning 
provides that authenticity as a central feature. 

Finally, schools should be global in nature. In many ways, this 
means being literally global, with students connecting to peers all 
over the globe, providing innovation and support for specifi c com-
munities in need, or learning from mentors and masters in fi elds 
outside the school walls. However, it is also imperative that stu-
dents develop a global mindset, a global worldview, that recognizes 
the uniqueness of each individual, each culture, each set of talents, 
and celebrates the diversity of our world while learning how in-
dividuals and communities can collaborate, connect, and improve 
society for the betterment of all.

These three interconnected components of a future-oriented 
education offer a new paradigm, a personalizable education that is 
responsive to individual student needs (Zhao, 2018a). Education 
should not be defi ned as the imposition of predetermined skills 
and knowledge on children, but rather as a process through which 
children discover and develop their unique strengths and passions. 
It is a process through which children learn to become responsible 
owners of their learning environments and lives. A personalizable 
education engages students and encourages them to exercise their 
right to self-determination in learning. They become  co-owners of 
their education and masters of their own future. 

This new paradigm holds great appeal for educators, students, 
and parents. When presented to teachers, students, school leaders, 
and parents all over the world, the idea has met with universal 
acceptance. Still, except for a number of isolated cases, this version 
of a new education paradigm has yet to become mainstream. That 
is, there is something that is preventing us from taking advantage 
of the crisis.

“YES, BUT . . .”

The “yes, but . . .” mindset was Terri Broce’s answer at a recent 
conference to the question about the largest obstacle to innovation 
in schools. At the time, Broce carried the title of personalization © H
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4 Introduction

coach at Miami Country Day School in Miami, Florida. Her re-
sponsibility was to stimulate, facilitate, and support efforts to make 
learning more personalized and authentic for students. Terri was 
given the position because she had introduced innovative practices 
in her own classes as a teacher, and the school saw an opportunity 
to extend the same advantages to the entire student body. Refl ect-
ing on her experiences as a leader in school innovation, Terri points 
out that while many teachers nod yes to the need for changes with 
great enthusiasm, they have many “buts” that prevent them from 
making the changes. Unsurprisingly, Terri’s response resonated 
with the several hundred teachers and school leaders in the au-
dience who have encountered similar reactions in their efforts to 
introduce changes. 

The “yes, but . . .” mindset is a powerful obstacle to change 
in education. While the “yes” is an endorsement of the merit and 
need of the proposed change, the “but” lays out reasons why the 
change cannot or should not be enacted. The reasons can vary 
widely—fear of potential failure and negative consequences of the 
change, a lack of conditions that facilitate change, and oppositions 
to the change. The reasons can be perceived or actual. Either way, 
they can be very convincing since no change, especially the more 
radical changes, can be guaranteed to be successful, positive, or 
easy to implement. As a result, the “buts” become excellent argu-
ments and convenient excuses for inaction. For educators to take 
actions to introduce radical change, the obstacle of the “yes, but” 
mindset needs to be removed. The perceived “but” reasons that 
may not actually exist can be cast aside. The real “but” reasons can 
be worked on and solutions found. 

“YES,  AND . . .”

This book is a collection of stories about educators who have re-
sponded to the need for change by saying “yes” without being im-
mobilized by the “buts.” Like everyone in education, these ordinary 
educators have faced the same “buts” and have decided to take 
action anyway. It is not that they did not consider the potential for 
failure or repercussions, nor that they were freed from constraints, 
oppositions, or resistance. Rather, they confronted the unfavorable 
conditions and directed efforts to address them. The “buts” became © H
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Introduction 5

problems to be solved rather than excuses for inaction. How they 
confronted and addressed their unfavorable conditions and pushed 
their practices forward provides great insights for moving beyond 
the “yes, but . . .” mindset.

The stories here have been carefully selected and thoughtful-
ly examined. To begin with, the educators we examined in this 
book have all embarked on a specifi c line of innovation—efforts 
to break away from the traditional one-size-fi ts-all education that 
overemphasizes standardization, high-stakes testing, and passive 
transfer of knowledge. The innovative efforts these educators have 
engaged in all aim to make education more child-centered (versus 
curriculum-centered), more authentic and product-oriented (ver-
sus standards- and test-oriented), and more globally connected 
(versus confi ned to a classroom). These efforts provide exemplars 
of the needed changes in education in order to prepare children 
for a world that requires more innovative, creative, entrepreneur-
ial, and globally competent individuals (Robinson & Aronica, 2015; 
Wagner, 2008, 2012; Wagner & Dintersmith, 2015; Zhao, 2012, 
2015). Thus, as one can imagine, their efforts are in direct oppo-
sition with the heavy tradition of Industrial Age education and 
recent government policies, which perpetuate a standardization, 
assessment, and accountability culture.

 The cases of education innovations included in this book were 
selected to represent the various “buts” commonly used to reject 
innovations. Each story illustrates how educators confronted and 
addressed a largely unfavorable condition or perceived impossi-
bility. The fear of jeopardizing existing success is a common rea-
son cited by many already successful schools for not engaging in 
changes, but we have found schools that have been traditionally 
successful that do engage in radical changes. A lack of resourc-
es and funding is another common reason used for not engaging 
in innovations, but we have found “broken,” or failing, schools 
that have taken bold action, bucking traditional fi xes in favor of 
innovation. Similarly, traditional constraints such as standardized 
curriculum, standardized testing, and college admissions are often 
cited as reasons for limiting transformational change, but we have 
discovered educators who have done amazing things regardless of 
these constraints.

The overarching purpose of this book is to show how education-
al innovation can happen even in the most constrained situations. © H
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6 Introduction

The stories told here are of ordinary educators who have done ex-
traordinary things in ordinary contexts. These stories are told to 
inspire others in ordinary situations to take extraordinary actions 
toward a new paradigm of education. More importantly, they are 
examined with the intention to provide insight into the process of 
innovation by ordinary educators in typical school contexts. Fur-
thermore, the accounts are told in such a way that readers can 
learn specifi c strategies and tactics to confront obstacles to innova-
tions in education.

These stories are based on careful research, including observa-
tions, interviews, and surveys. The research focused on questions 
such as what prompted the shift to a new pedagogy, what struggles 
were faced, what kind of beliefs and mindsets are needed to facili-
tate change, and what is needed to maintain the work for the long 
term. To understand the complete picture of change, the research-
ers collected data from teachers, school leaders, and students. Fur-
thermore, the stories of innovation examined in the book were 
collected deliberately from a wide range of contexts: independent 
private schools, public schools, individual classrooms, and net-
works of schools. The contexts are also international, including 
schools and classrooms within and beyond the United States.

 In sum, An Educational Crisis Is a Terrible Thing to Waste confronts 
the crisis of education and the obstacles that inhibit change. It 
provides a powerful case for innovation because the results of the 
initiatives and the thinking from those who prompted them is so 
striking. However, this book is not intended to be a rigid blueprint 
for change. Such a perceived panacea would be in direct confl ict to 
our own philosophy and with the uniqueness across educational 
institutions. Rather, the chapters are intended to counter concerns, 
preconceived or real, that prevent educators from taking action 
to make changes. Readers may fi nd excuses that resonate across 
multiple chapters, just as they may fi nd inspiration from multiple 
innovators. Our primary intent is to lay bare the excuses and open 
eyes to the pathways that lead to radical and innovative change. 

PLAN OF THE BOOK

Chapters are arranged to show that change can be initiated at ev-
ery level of education and in any context. We start with students, © H
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Introduction 7

followed by teachers, then individual schools, then networks of 
schools, and we end with changes initiated and facilitated through 
outside agencies. 

The fi rst chapter details the stories of radical changes initiat-
ed by individual students. Like many of their peers, the students 
represented in this chapter understood the crises facing modern 
schools: the frustrations of disengagement, lack of challenge, lack 
of authentic application. However, unlike many students who ac-
cept these frustrations as an inevitable education norm, the stu-
dents featured here have chosen to make the most of the crises and 
to reinvent their own learning plan for education, even within the 
context of traditional school walls. 

Chapter 2 progresses to teachers who understand that educa-
tion is at a crisis point and refuse to perpetuate such an oppressive 
system. These teachers did not let traditional limitations of curric-
ulum and standards, assigned subject areas, or even permission get 
in the way of change. Rather, they found spaces, time, and meth-
ods to integrate authentic learning in response to student interests 
and needs. 

Chapters 3 and 4 are about school-level changes but in two 
very different types of schools: one considered a failing school, and 
the others extremely successful. In the former, the school faced an 
obvious crisis as it was on the verge of collapse; in the latter, the 
schools are actually quite good by the measures of the traditional 
paradigm. Both types of schools face unique challenges to innova-
tion. For “broken” schools, the crisis presents a prime opportunity 
to forge an entirely new pathway of innovation rather than attempt 
to triage a lost cause through traditional fi xes. In contrast, tradi-
tionally successful schools must fi nd ways to ensure understanding 
of our educational crisis in the face of seeming success. They must 
continue moving forward, embracing the mantra that “good” isn’t 
good enough. They have to work through the superfi cial success 
of a broken paradigm and fi nd ways to intertwine innovation and 
progress into the richness of their past without confusing tradition 
with the grammar of schooling.

The power of partnership and networking allows schools to in-
novate in tandem, sharing risk and responsibility. Chapter 5 fol-
lows the journey of a network of schools who face the crisis of 
increasing competition, not in isolation, but rather through collab-
oration. By embracing an open mindset that maximizes potential © H
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