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Chapter 1
From Threat 
to Opportunity

Dr. Ball slumped down at her desk after the bell rang. She couldn’t 
help but feel like that’s what the school was in: a slump.

How had it happened, though?
The summer after the pandemic started, she and the other 

school principals in the district, along with the central office staff, 
had hunkered down. They worked tirelessly to get remote learning 
in place and improve it in accordance with the state’s mandate.

Then they worked to develop a reopening plan that would keep 
students and teachers safe and healthy—and able to learn—once 
the state started allowing people back into the buildings, which 
didn’t happen until the spring. The team developed in-person 
options with rotating schedules for the students to reduce building 
density. They created mask rules. New air filtration systems were 
installed. They partnered with other districts to continue to offer a 
full-time virtual option for those whose parents for, whatever 
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From Reopen to Reinvent18

reason, didn’t feel comfortable sending their children back in person 
at all. They built testing protocols, and they prioritized the most 
essential learning standards.

And then they detailed all their efforts in a comprehensive 
70-page reopening plan that they circulated to the community. The 
plan had sections on everything from health, safety, and well-being 
to facilities and from equity and student engagement to technology. 
There was a section detailing plans on school personnel and staff-
ing, professional development, and family partnerships and sup-
ports. They held several feedback sessions and iterated more.

The principals and central office staff even included a section on 
reimagining teaching and learning. In truth, however, Ball had 
always felt that that hadn’t been the most urgent and immediate of 
their concerns—and the writing reflected that. There were a lot of 
buzz phrases about differentiation and equity but nothing concrete 
on how they would fulfill those aspirations.

The whole effort, though, had been nothing short of Herculean. 
To get back to normal. Whatever that was.

“Normal is good. Discuss,” she muttered.
Her phone buzzed. It was a calendar alert, but it prompted a 

different thought. In the months after the start of the pandemic, 
Ball remembered how hard it had been to get in touch with some 
families. It had actually always been tough, if she was being honest.

But then she remembered the day in early May when she and 
her team stopped trying to send long emails to every parent and 
guardian and instead she sent a couple short text messages to the 
parents. She remembered how Jeremy’s mom, who had never come 
to any school events, had texted her back within minutes.

Ball found the conversation. “Thank you,” Jeremy’s mom had 
texted her in June. “It was so nice to have heard from the school.”

But then when the district sent out the 70-page plan in the fall, 
Ball heard nothing from Jeremy’s mom. Crickets.

Why was that? Ball felt like they had been building a rapport.
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She struggled to think back. Her team had been so busy. No one 
had any time to reach out. And then the fights with parents began. 
Arguments over everything, and it was all hands on deck.

But never a peep from Jeremy’s mom. Jeremy didn’t return to 
in-person school until the year after that, sometime in November. 
What had happened all that time?

Ball decided to text Jeremy’s mom, when, seemingly out of 
nowhere, Julia’s parents startled her by knocking on her office door.

Now here were two parents from whom she had heard plenty. 
She blinked her eyes, straightened her jacket, and popped up from 
her desk wearing her biggest smile.

How was that for a transition?, she thought. The text would 
have to wait.

“Mr. and Mrs. Owens. It’s so nice to see you again!”

* * *

In the wake of COVID-19 shattering the traditional routines 
and plans of so many schools nationwide, many understandably 
felt a great sense of loss. Their ways of life were under assault. The 
threat was clear.

In response, schools’ priority was safety. District and school 
leaders—a group that I often shorten to “schools” or “school 
leaders” throughout the book for brevity and simplicity—focused 
on how to reopen schools by digging deep into the logistics and 
operations to figure out how to create safe, hygienic environ-
ments for students, teachers, and staff. Schools focused on how 
to offer a hybrid arrangement of schooling—with a mix of in-
person and online, remote opportunities. They debated whether 
students should rotate by attending two days a week or every 
other week. Could there be Saturday schooling so students could 
attend three days a week? They pored through the data and poli-
tics around mask wearing; would they require students to wear 
them? What was the latest from the CDC? What about when they 
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were indoors versus outdoors? Could they do more schooling 
outdoors? What was the maximum number of students allowed 
inside a classroom anyway? Were there other ways to decrease 
the density of classrooms? Did they have to upgrade their air fil-
tration and ventilation systems or leave the windows open all the 
time? And what about busing and sports?

This work was important, but it was also insufficient.
What much of the conversation missed was what should 

learning look like? That is, regardless of where students learn, 
how can schools innovate to move past an instructional model 
designed to standardize the way we teach and test that worked 
well for the industrial era but is a misfit for today’s world?

In too many cases, schools have sought to replicate the tradi-
tional classroom in a new format. A striking 42 percent of teach-
ers, for example, reported in a nationwide survey by the Clayton 
Christensen Institute that they replicated their typical day in a 
remote format during the pandemic.1 Schools alternatively 
offered a subpar learning experience in which students, like 
Daniel whose story I told in the Introduction, didn’t receive the 
supports they needed.2

Why have schools remained stuck? How could they move 
beyond just focusing on logistics to asking deeper questions 
about the model of learning itself?

THREAT RIGIDITY
Balancing multiple concerns amid limited resources, restrictive 
policies, and work contracts that often limit educators’ responses 
helps explain some of the struggles to innovate. Research by 
Clark Gilbert, previously the president of Brigham Young 
University Pathway Worldwide and BYU-Idaho, suggests another 
important set of factors—as well as a pathway forward.

In Gilbert’s research, he found that when there was a “discon-
tinuous” change—an abrupt event in the environment—if an 
organization framed it as a threat, then it was able to marshal far 
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more resources to meet the challenge than if it framed something 
as an opportunity. That means that saying that the COVID-
caused disruption is an opportunity to reinvent schooling is 
unlikely to gain traction. This echoes the findings of Nobel Prize 
winners Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky that individuals 
are typically more willing to commit financial resources to some-
thing when they perceive it would otherwise result in a loss rather 
than a gain.

But there’s a further insight.
Although framing something as a threat caused an organiza-

tion to marshal the resources to tackle a challenge, it also caused 
organizations to respond with something called “routine rigid-
ity,” or “threat rigidity.” When this happens, an organization dou-
bles down on its existing processes or routines. That results in 
more top-down control; reduced experimentation—at precisely 
the time that an organization needs to be experimenting a lot, 
given the new circumstances; and a focus on an organization’s 
existing resources, rather than questioning what else it might use 
to respond to the threat. When Gilbert studied this in the news-
paper industry, he found that organizations that saw the Internet 
as a threat marshaled resources to invest in the Internet, but 
“most sites simply reproduced the newspaper” online.3

Sound familiar?
This is, in many ways, what schools did during the pandemic. 

Amid a flurry of headlines and studies around the learning loss 
of their students and questions about how schools would deliver 
learning online or, better yet in most cases, be able to get students 
back in the classroom, there was no question that schools would 
see the moment as a threat. Many marshaled resources to meet 
that threat. Most schools battened down the hatches and just 
sought to get things running without asking more fundamental 
questions around what the teaching and learning experiences 
should look like. They typically replicated the existing assump-
tions around the classroom, teaching processes, educator roles, 
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the curriculum, content, and so forth—and merely modified 
them for the circumstance and modality, meaning whether they 
were online, in person, or in a hybrid format.

In other words, framing the pandemic as a threat has been 
important to marshal resources. Gilbert’s research suggests that 
framing concerns around learning loss have been important to 
galvanize the unprecedented levels of federal investment 
into schools.

But leaving it in that threat framing created an inflexible 
response that was bound to traditional processes, rather than 
imagining what schooling could be. This isn’t all that different 
from research that shows that it’s difficult for individuals to feel 
curious while feeling threatened.4

Chapter 4 delves deeper into why a shift away from the initial 
framing of learning loss is important and what that should look 
like within schools. But Gilbert’s work suggests a more generaliz-
able, structural way to escape threat rigidity.

After defining something as a threat to muster the required 
resources, it’s then important to shift responsibility to a new 
independent group that can reframe the threat as an opportunity. 
In this case, that opportunity is to reimagine the schooling expe-
rience. As Gilbert noted, having both a threat and opportunity 
framing was “hard to maintain in an environment in which oper-
ating responsibilities for the [existing organization] 
predominated.”5

Another way to think of it is that if there isn’t at least one per-
son in the organization whose full-time job is to focus on the 
opportunity at hand and innovate, then it’s no one’s job. That’s 
because the day-to-day priorities of the organization will drain 
energy away from any efforts to create something new and differ-
ent. In other words, the urgent and immediate tasks in front of 
someone—even if they aren’t important in the long run—will 
almost always drown out the important but less urgent work of 
long-term transformation.6
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AUTONOMY
Exactly how independent must a group be for it to be able to 
reframe a threat as an opportunity, escape the gravitational pull 
of the existing organization, and innovate successfully? Gilbert’s 
research highlights the benefits of an organization creating a 
separate entity that has ties back to the parent group for the 
sharing of certain resources. To calibrate more precisely what 
this might look like, here is a framework to help guide 
school leaders.

Every organization has resources, processes, and priorities.
Think of resources as being things like teachers, curriculum, 

classrooms, technology, books, and so forth.
Processes are ways of working together to address recurrent 

tasks in a consistent way. They cover everything from how teach-
ers take attendance to how they lesson plan and teach to how the 
school creates its master schedule and conducts professional 
development.

Priorities are what an organization must accomplish.7

Once you understand an organization’s resources, processes, 
and priorities, you can see what it is capable of doing—but also 
what it is incapable of doing. Any innovation that fits into an 
organization’s resources, processes, and priorities will be readily 
adopted, but any innovation that doesn’t fit neatly into all three 
will either be twisted and morphed to fit the organization’s exist-
ing capabilities or ignored and rejected.

What’s key when trying to reframe a threat as an opportunity 
is to create a new organization that has enough freedom to 
rethink a parent organization’s resources, processes, and priori-
ties. This doesn’t mean that it will discard all of those things. It 
may very well borrow things from the parent organization, par-
ticularly resources, which are the easiest of the three to share 
without ruining an independent group’s chances of creating 
something wholly new.
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If total transformation is the goal, then the rule of thumb is 
that a leader must not allow the parent organization the ability to 
impose its existing resources, processes, and priorities on the 
autonomous group. The independent team must have the free-
dom to make the decisions as to what it will and won’t take from 
the parent.8 The more freedom it has to rethink the parent organ-
ization’s processes and priorities, the greater the level of innova-
tion possible.

That means that the leader’s job is twofold: to make sure the 
existing entity recognizes its critical role of continuing to execute 
on its priorities while the new group innovates and to protect the 
independent team.

THE TOYOTA PRIUS
The story of how Toyota created the Prius, the first commercially 
successful hybrid car, shows how to bring together a group of 
individuals with functional expertise in a new team with the flex-
ibility and freedom to rethink the resources and processes for 
building cars.9

Amid a flurry of interest in boosting the fuel efficiency of 
automobiles in the 1990s, Toyota became interested in building a 
hybrid automobile that would use both gas and electricity. When 
Toyota developed its Prius hybrid car, however, it could not use 
its existing functional teams and hierarchical rules of production 
because the hybrid constituted a completely different architecture.

Toyota had to develop new components that interfaced with 
each other in novel ways. The internal combustion engine had to 
share responsibility for powering the car with an electric motor, 
and each had to hand off that responsibility to the other in differ-
ent circumstances. The brakes didn’t just slow the car; they also 
needed to generate electricity. This, in turn, completely changed 
the role the battery played in the system. With the components 
performing nontraditional functions, the engineers needed to 
find alternative ways of integrating them into a coherent whole.
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To solve these problems, Toyota pulled key people from each 
department and put them together as a separate team in a com-
pletely different location. Although these people brought their 
functional expertise to the team, their role was not to represent 
the interests or needs of their respective departments. Rather, 
their role was to use their expertise to help generate a completely 
different architecture for the automobile.

This separation and clarity of mission—and sense that they 
were creating something for the future rather than guarding 
against a threat of higher fuel standards—gave them the ability to 
trade the interests of one group against another’s: to add costs in 
one place so they could improve performance or save cost in 
another; to combine certain components, eliminate others 
entirely, invent new ones, and so on. This team structure facili-
tated the creation of an elegant machine.

In contrast, most of Toyota’s competitors designed their hybrid 
cars using their existing departmental structures and hierarchies. 
Their cars did not perform as well as the Prius, which had supe-
rior performance and much higher sales than did the other 
hybrid offerings.

Toyota kept its team intact for the second-generation Prius to 
refine the architecture and ensure that it knew how the pieces of 
the system worked with each other. As its engineers learned 
clearly how the system worked, they began to codify exactly how 
to make each component, and how each component had to inter-
face with all other affected components. By doing so, in the next 
generation the engineers could design the Prius back in a new 
departmental structure that they could then use for other new 
automobiles they would create.

SOUTHERN NEW HAMPSHIRE UNIVERSITY
The logic of forming an independent team to solve a pressing 
problem hasn’t just been borne out in industries outside educa-
tion. Southern New Hampshire University has used it extensively 
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in designing its own responses to what at first were seen as deep 
threats before it turned them into opportunities.

If you haven’t heard of Southern New Hampshire University 
(SNHU), today it’s one of the largest, most successful universi-
ties in the world, with over 160,000 students enrolled. But it 
wasn’t always this way. When its current president, Paul LeBlanc, 
joined SNHU in 2003, it was a threatened institution. Its enroll-
ment was declining. Its finances put the university on the brink 
of survival.

One interesting asset the University did have was an online 
offering, but it was small and not growing. With its survival at 
stake, it wasn’t hard to make the case that investing in online 
learning was critical. But it was LeBlanc’s move to separate the 
online division and create a governance structure different from 
the one that oversaw the brick-and-mortar campus of the 
University that proved critical.

With a separate organization in place, the University was able 
to change everything about its online division. The team first 
noticed that the students who were enrolling in the online pro-
grams were different from those coming to the on-ground ones. 
In the latter case, they were typically high school graduates look-
ing to take the next logical step in their educational journey. In 
contrast, the students coming to the online programs were typi-
cally adults in the working world looking to step it up in their 
careers. They had had all the life experience they could handle, as 
LeBlanc said, and what they wanted was the most efficient path-
way to gain new skills. To serve both groups well necessitated 
very different sets of processes.

For example, for the 18-year-old students it served, SNHU 
would inform them about general, basic financial aid informa-
tion during their junior year of high school. Not having specifics 
for at least a year worked fine for both the student and the 
University. Any student inquiry would take weeks to resolve 
because there was no urgency on either side.
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But for older students who had an urgency in their lives to 
step it up, they needed answers on financial aid right away. Their 
time to act was now or never. Waiting hours, let alone weeks, to 
respond was too late.

What had to change at SNHU? “Pretty much everything,” 
LeBlanc told the authors of the book Competing Against Luck.10 
He gave the online team the ability to rethink not just SNHU’s 
resources and processes, as in the Toyota example, but also the 
organization’s priorities, which resulted in innovations that dra-
matically departed from the status quo at SNHU.

Prospective students needed quick responses to inquiries 
about financial aid. They also needed to know within days 
whether previous college courses would count as credit 
toward an SNHU degree. And they needed to know quickly 
after applying whether they were admitted—otherwise they 
would look somewhere else. The months-long admissions 
process that was routine for high school students wouldn’t 
work online.

SNHU realized that it was not enough just to enroll students; 
it had to support them to and through graduation. That meant 
focusing on the emotional and social dimensions around a stu-
dent’s journey. SNHU’s online school began assigning students a 
personal advisor, for example, who would stay in constant con-
tact with students and pick up on red flags, in many cases even 
before students would.

This also changed how SNHU measured success at each step 
of the student journey. For example, SNHU would have formerly 
measured how it responded to student inquiries in terms of how 
many packages were mailed out. It would then wait for the inter-
ested students to call. But now SNHU Online’s goal was to call a 
prospective student back in under 10 minutes.

The move to give the online division autonomy allowed it to 
see online learning not just as something to try and stave off an 
existential threat, but as a great opportunity for SNHU to serve 
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the millions of working adults from around the world who need 
more education to improve their lives.

The team seized that opportunity. From serving roughly 500 
online students in 2010, SNHU grew to serve roughly 17,000 stu-
dents in 2012, 35,000 students by 2014, 60,000 in 2016, and over 
130,000 by 2018. What’s more, the success also helped the brick-
and-mortar campus grow from roughly 2,500 students in 2010 to 
3,913 students in 2018.11

When COVID hit, LeBlanc decided to seize the pandemic as 
both a threat and an opportunity. The threat to traditional brick-
and-mortar campuses was clear. LeBlanc intended to use that 
threat as an opportunity to reinvent the collegiate brick-and-
mortar experience, which in his view had been flailing for years 
and was increasingly out of reach and unsustainable from a finan-
cial perspective for both students and the colleges themselves.

The team at SNHU had long been convinced that there must 
be a way to reinvent the campus experience. The goal was still to 
allow students to enjoy the coming-of-age experiences that col-
lege is so good at providing, but also to leverage online, 
competency-based learning—in which, as explained in the 
Introduction, students would progress based on mastery of the 
material, not seat time—to create a more robust learning experi-
ence. In so doing, LeBlanc also wanted to dramatically lower the 
sticker price of college, a stop sign for so many who question 
whether college is right for them.12 COVID allowed SNHU to 
accelerate and inject urgency into planning that had been under-
way for some time.

In April 2020, SNHU announced that all of its incoming fresh-
men would receive a one-time “Innovation Scholarship” that 
would cover their full first-year tuition. In turn, the freshmen 
would take all their courses online while living on campus 
(assuming it was open during COVID) and participating in col-
lege activities.
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After the first year, SNHU’s plan was to relaunch its brick-
and-mortar program with a $10,000 per year price tag—a 61 per-
cent reduction from its previous rate of $31,000 per year—and 
offer a program that mixed in-person with online, competency-
based learning. The free first year would give faculty the oppor-
tunity to develop and test the program before relaunching the 
brick-and-mortar campus experience. It reopened ultimately 
with programs offered at two price points: one at $10,000 per 
year with a significant component of project-based learning and 
a second price point of $15,000 per year that would offer more 
traditional in-person instruction.13

To accomplish this, LeBlanc said that they pulled people from 
their day jobs and assigned them to the campus transformation 
team. The team was led by one of their deans, who was released 
on an interim basis from his previous responsibilities. SNHU 
also took its dean of students and placed her on the team full-
time—and replaced her role on an interim basis. From there, 
SNHU added three project managers. All the roles were full-time 
so that the individuals could concentrate completely on the new 
experience, although LeBlanc recognized that some members of 
the team might transition ultimately back to their old jobs or to 
new assignments once SNHU entered full implementation mode.

The autonomy was critical so that the individuals would have 
the time, space, and freedom to design the new offerings—and 
not be weighed down with simultaneously balancing the demands 
of their prior jobs, which would always present themselves as 
more urgent and pressing given the day-to-day needs of existing 
students, faculty, and staff.

The pattern is straightforward. A threat galvanizes resources, 
but a leader must not stay in that framing. Creating an independent 
team to take on the threat enables the organization to reframe it as 
an opportunity. That allows the organization to escape a top-down, 
command-and-control response and reinvent the experience.
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Southern New Hampshire University:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MxYZgmoeIuM

WHAT THIS COULD LOOK LIKE 
IN K–12 SCHOOLS
When talking to K–12 education leaders, this framework can feel 
overwhelming and even impossible. How could administrators 
possibly grant the required autonomy short of forming a wholly 
new school? That’s what the Hawken School, a prestigious pri-
vate school near Cleveland, did, for example, to pioneer mastery-
based learning. It created a school called the Mastery School of 
Hawken. And it’s what another prestigious private school, 
Lakeside School in Seattle, did to launch a new microschool, the 
Downtown School, at a significantly lower price point.

Is this strategy out of reach then for public schools?
No.
In K–12 schools, an autonomous team could take many forms. 

A superintendent could free a group of educators in a district 
from their day-to-day roles and task them with reimagining what 
they might offer. This group might function as a separate team 
within a school and pioneer either a new classroom model or a 
novel way of offering a particular subject or grade. The inde-
pendent group could also exist as a school within a school, a 
microschool, or a learning pod. It could also create a new 
school entirely.

The charge might be to design a more compelling experience 
that focuses less on the time students are taught and more on 
helping each child develop character and habits of success, like 
agency and executive function skills; ensuring each child has a 
strong social, emotional, and health foundation with a reservoir 
of social capital; and rather than simply focusing on the teaching 
of academic knowledge and skills, making sure each child learns 
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and masters those that are critical and allows them to build pas-
sions and develop their unique potential. The traditional hierar-
chy in a district could continue to focus on operating schools as 
we’ve known them, while this group focuses on implementing 
different innovations designed to give teachers and students 
more support.

This model suggests a new way for districts to engage with 
microschools and learning pods. Many districts have viewed 
these emergent schools as threats to the way they have always 
operated or things that will create inequity. But the threat– 
opportunity perspective helps us see that districts could reframe 
microschools and learning pods as something they themselves 
could operate to make sure that all children have deep and 
healthy social relationships. They could envision them as part of 
a mosaic of offerings so that they are able to provide an array of 
options that fit the different circumstances of all students and 
families. And they could see them as ways to offer personalized 
learning experiences for children’s particular needs so that chil-
dren don’t fall behind in learning to read or doing math or in the 
exploration of coherent bodies of knowledge.

The key is to escape threat rigidity by arming a relatively 
independent team of educators absolved from their existing 
responsibilities. However it’s done, the autonomy and focus 
is critical.

As Jeff Wetzler, cofounder of Transcend Education, a school 
design consultancy, said, “[The work is] time consuming. We 
have yet to find a way for this to work without some protected 
time and space. If you just try to jam it into the existing schedule, 
it just doesn’t happen.”

Or as Tavenner said, “School doesn’t stop. Usually educators 
think ‘I get one week to do my master visioning’ in the summer 
and that’s it.”14 That’s not enough time to rethink the possibilities 
for an already-antiquated schooling model and view it as a true 
greenfield opportunity.

Horn863021_c01.indd   31 16-05-2022   07:12:11



From Reopen to Reinvent32

We dig deeper throughout the book on how to rethink school-
ing, but there’s one final observation in Gilbert’s findings worth 
highlighting.

In his research, an outside party wielded significant influence 
with each of the newspapers that moved successfully from seeing 
the Internet as a threat to viewing it as an opportunity and task-
ing an independent group to chase it. A board member, associate, 
or someone new to the organization would say that the newspa-
per must question its fundamental assumptions around what 
their online site and the supporting structure should look like 
rather than simply replicating what they already had—just online. 
As Gilbert wrote, “Involving outside influence when deciding 
how to respond to discontinuous change will increase the likeli-
hood that managers will structurally differentiate a new venture 
from its parent organization.”15

In schools, that implies that school boards and the broader com-
munity have a critical role to play in giving permission to or push-
ing school and district leadership to create relatively independent 
entities that pioneer new ways of schooling—whether those 
arrangements are new schools, schools within schools, micro-
schools, or learning pods. As Gilbert wrote, “Outside influence, 
structural differentiation, and opportunity framing [that] combine 
to relax routine rigidity in a new venture” were consistently critical 
in times of discontinuous change.16 Examples from real districts 
help show what that arrangement and sequencing can look like.

Mastery School of Hawken:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LZ2Pk6TcQCU

Kettle Moraine
About 30  minutes outside Milwaukee sits the Kettle Moraine 
School District. A suburban school district with 11 schools that 
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serve just under 4,000 students who hail mostly from middle- 
and upper-income families, the district was considered relatively 
high-performing, with over 80 percent of graduates enrolling in 
postsecondary education and training each year.

Beneath the positive results, however, there were opportuni-
ties to improve. Only 45 percent of students were completing 
their postsecondary programs—below the national average. 
With a threat identified, the district marshaled resources to 
address the challenge.

The district didn’t maintain the threat framing. Once it had galva-
nized resources, it moved to create a variety of independent environ-
ments in which to personalize learning through microschools— 
schools within schools in this case—of no more than 180 students. 
Each had its own unique spin. Kettle Moraine authorized three char-
ter schools on its high school campus and one at one of its elementary 
schools to help implement a mastery-based model that personalizes 
learning, along with seven “houses” in its middle school.

Within each learning environment, educators implemented 
comprehensive, data-rich learner profiles and customized learn-
ing paths for each student in which students’ progress is contin-
gent upon their performance. Its elementary micro charter 
school, for example, centers around projects. Students use the 
projects to demonstrate mastery of the required competencies. 
Another microschool at the high school level allows students to 
earn nursing and emergency medical technician certifications.

With a high degree of accountability in place, the innovations 
appear to be working.17 Results on the PISA exam, the OECD’s 
Test for Schools, would rank the district among the top countries 
in the world. According to Education Week, the students in the 
district’s traditional high school performed as well as students in 
Canada, Finland, and other European countries, while its stu-
dents in its charter school performed in the same ballpark as that 
of Singapore—the second-highest-ranking country at the time—
with very high engagement in the learning.18
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Kettle Moraine School District:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhuTgnAz6fQ

Microschool Movement
Many school districts looked upon the rapid growth of micro-
schools and learning pods during the pandemic as something 
akin to students signing up for the Russian School of Mathematics 
outside of school hours. They thought it was something certain 
families were doing to give their children a leg up on the other 
students around them. They wished these new schools would 
disappear.

But some districts took a different perspective.
As Eric Gordon, the CEO of the Cleveland Municipal School 

District, said, “Suburban communities were forming pods on 
their own. Why shouldn’t my kids have those benefits?”19

The district leveraged new resources by working with a vari-
ety of community organizations—the Cleveland Foundation, 
MyCom, Say Yes Cleveland, and United Way of Cleveland—to 
open 24 pods during the pandemic and serve 808 of Cleveland’s 
most vulnerable students.20

Cleveland was among the 11 percent of school districts, 
according to a national survey by the Clayton Christensen 
Institute, that operated “learning hubs” in the Spring of 2021. 
According to the survey, 5 percent of districts intend to continue 
operating pods postpandemic.21

The Center for Reinventing Public Education worked with 
TNTP, a nonprofit education consultancy, to create more in-
depth partnerships with six school districts that would lead to 
something more lasting and transformational out of the pod 
movement.22
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The DeKalb County School District in Georgia, for example, 
is using pods to reinvent alternative schools, which serve stu-
dents who have dropped out or transferred from traditional 
schools. Given that many alternative schools have traditionally 
struggled, it’s a place where the district thinks pods can help 
make a difference.

Edgecombe County Public Schools in North Carolina 
launched learning hubs during the pandemic to help students 
connect to online classes and receive in-person support. 
District leaders discovered that families valued increased flex-
ibility around where and when learning happened, so they 
worked with students and teachers to design a “spoke-and-hub 
model.” Long-term, the district hopes this model will offer a 
new approach to school that builds stronger connections 
between school and community. In this more hybrid future of 
schooling, students would enroll in a brick-and-mortar or vir-
tual school for the “hub” of their experience, and then elemen-
tary and middle school students would join “spokes”—or 
interest-based groups—for the other time. High school stu-
dents would receive tutor-like support and work at paid posi-
tions or internships.

Guildford County Public Schools, which is also in North 
Carolina, is looking to craft school days in which high school 
students learn for three hours in person and then have more flex-
ible time out of school to engage in a variety of activities, includ-
ing completing assignments, working, or receiving tutoring or 
other enrichment opportunities. The district envisions this as 
part of a greater overhaul of their high schools that weren’t serv-
ing many students effectively, even before COVID.23

Cleveland Learning Pods:
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=826632394829967
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What If a District Doesn’t Have Enough 
Internal Capacity?
Given scarce resources, overtaxed educators, and constrained 
work arrangements, many districts will not have the internal 
capacity to do what Kettle Moraine did.

But just because a given school or district doesn’t have the 
time or resources itself to do this work, it doesn’t mean it can’t 
execute on these ideas—nor is it necessary to build from scratch. 
There are countless schools around the world that have already 
put in place many innovative ideas from which schools can bor-
row and adapt. To build the capacity to execute, schools can look 
to outside groups—be those unpaid community members, par-
ents, consultants, or seasoned service providers—who can fully 
dedicate time to innovate.

For starters, districts can leverage the significant infusion of 
federal dollars from the CARES Act. Many have expressed con-
cerns that these dollars may be used to add roles or services that 
are not sustainable after the funding dries up. But using the 
money to temporarily stand up an autonomous team like SNHU 
and Toyota did in order to create a lasting innovation that can 
roll back into and transform traditional schools is a great use of 
these recovery dollars.

Wetzler suggested that schools look to things like release time 
for teachers, after school and summers for intense design sprints, 
and the use of outside support that can do everything from facili-
tating design sessions, synthesizing research, or operating as a 
project manager.

As his cofounder at Transcend Education, Aylon Samouha, said:

In other industries it’s worth remembering that that 
protected time and space for R&D is often not put on 
the practitioners themselves while they do their jobs. 
Doctors who were on the front lines of the COVID pan-
demic were not charged with coming up with the  
vaccine.
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To bring capacity to the table, one approach, according to 
Samouha, is for an outside group to help a team from a school or 
district brainstorm for an hour. Even if the team doesn’t have the 
ability to devote hours to the follow-on work, if an outside con-
sultant can do 15 hours of work after the session, then a district 
starts to get the kind of capacity it needs to fully seize these design 
efforts as opportunities, rather than remain frozen in place by the 
threat of what it could otherwise represent.24

Spring Grove Public Schools, a small school district of about 
370 students in southeast Minnesota in a town of about 1,200 
people, has just one school for all of its K–12 students. Yet it was 
able to execute significant innovations during the pandemic. 
One key to its success has been having outside support in the 
form of a consulting firm, Longview Education, that was there to 
do everything from compiling research around different design 
options to helping connect strands of work across the school into 
something larger and more transformational.

Similarly, microschool providers like MyTechHigh and 
Prenda Learning partner with districts and schooling systems to 
help them quickly stand up learning pods with curriculum and 
teacher support. Prenda Learning, for example, creates groups of 
five to 10 students in grades K–8. Its enrollments quadrupled 
during the first year of the pandemic. MyTechHigh, which part-
ners with public schools to offer a full curriculum for K–12 learn-
ers at no cost to families, experienced similar rapid growth. As of 
September 2021, it served more than 18,000 students across 
seven states—Utah, Colorado, Idaho, Arizona, Wyoming, 
Indiana, and Tennessee. Some of its more robust partnerships 
range from the Tooele County School District in Utah to the 
Vilas School District in Colorado and from the Oneida School 
District in Idaho to Putnam County Schools in Tennessee and 
Cloverdale Community Schools in Indiana.

Likewise, there are a multitude of providers that can help stand 
up full-time virtual schools—or hybrid variations—like Arizona 
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State University Prep Digital, Stride, or Connections Education—or 
individual courses with teachers, like those just mentioned plus 
Outschool, Florida Virtual School, Edmentum, New Hampshire 
Virtual Learning Academy Charter School, and others.

Spring Grove Public Schools:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6A_ls6JuCU

MyTechHigh:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u9iYz4njgdE

Prenda Learning:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZPWw0wojIw

* * *

The threat of COVID is no longer new. Early on, schools and 
policymakers did a good job of marshalling resources. Without 
the initial threat framing, the massive infusion of federal and 
local resources and attention would have been impossible. 
COVID aside, there are many discontinuous changes that educa-
tors can frame as threats to seek greater resources, from a specific 
challenging situation to a new education innovation that has 
appeared in schools or a changing reality in society or the region.

But framing something as a threat is insufficient. If the goal is 
to better serve all students, then schools must create an inde-
pendent team that can shift from seeing the situation as a threat 
to viewing it as an opportunity. Then this autonomous group will 
be able to rethink the resources, processes, and priorities of 
schooling to chase that opportunity. What schools should bear in 
mind as they do so is where our tale takes us next.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

•• When something occurs that will negatively impact schools, 
framing it as a threat is critical to marshal resources and 
tackle the threat.
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•• Leaving it in that threat framing, however, leads to “threat 
rigidity” and a “top-down, command-and-control” response, 
rather than innovation.

•• To reframe the threat as an opportunity to innovate and rein-
vent, it’s necessary to create an independent group. The key 
measures of independence revolve around resources, pro-
cesses, and priorities. Team members must not be weighed 
down by the responsibilities of their prior job.

•• Schools and districts can set up an independent group by 
establishing a school within a school, a separate classroom 
model or band of teachers, a microschool or learning pod, or 
a new school.

•• Even if a district or school doesn’t have enough internal 
capacity to execute on this set of ideas, there are other strate-
gies that leverage external resources.
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