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I spent enough years as a middle school and high school teacher to develop a robust skepticism about re-
search and policy. What did any of those people so far away from my classroom know that would be rele-
vant for me, preferably tomorrow? And why was it, when I had a real problem, like 14-year-olds reading on
a 3rd-grade level, there was little outside expertise for me to draw on? Thus, calls for “unbundling” activate
my teacher early warning system. Who’s unbundling what and why? How will it make a difference for real
students and teachers every day?

It would be easy to take a “turtle” approach to these new ideas — withdraw into our shells (or
classrooms or schools). Most educators I know, however, are not turtles. They’re a bit more

like the White Rabbit from Alice in Wonderland, dashing from one initiative to the next,
never staying long in one area. Sometimes, the dashing is in response to accountabil-

ity (the Red Queen of test scores); sometimes, it’s a quest for something — anything
— that will help the students they care about deeply; often, it is both together. So
these days, when confronted with an idea, often the first question educators will
ask is, “How will this help student performance?” 

This is not a bad question to ask. But it is a bad question to ask alone. So, let’s
ask other questions: What might we learn from these “unbundling” ideas? What
might we add to them?

Much of what my colleagues write about “unbundling” makes sense to me. Any
structural changes must affect the instructional core if they’re to matter. We need in-

vestments in human capital. Technology opens new possibilities. It’s hard to focus on
the instructional core, invest in human capital, and differentiate in the current conditions

and political structures. So, maybe it makes sense to loosen the apron strings a bit. Loosen-
ing will require accountability. And all of that probably means that “school” will look quite different.

Fundamentally, we’ll need to focus on what we’re asking people to do and why, what it would look like
to do it, and how we expect our actions to lead to particular results. These do not need to be abstract ques-
tions. We could improve our practice today by focusing on these questions in the form of task, goals, and
imagination. To the extent that we’re able to do these things and can tell and enact a story about how un-
bundling will help us do these things, that is the extent to which unbundling will be helpful.

TASK

If you want to improve learning, one of the most eye-opening things you can do is visit a series of class-
rooms and look at the tasks students are engaged in. If you want to see the interaction of teachers and stu-
dents in the presence of content, look at what students are being asked to do, because task is at the heart of
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the instructional core. Then predict what will hap-
pen as a result. In most classrooms that I visit, one
can predict that students will be really good at re-
membering, recalling, and applying a procedure if
the context looks pretty much like the one they prac-
ticed in class. American students are really good at
just those things and less good at what are often
termed “higher-order” skills, like applying knowl-
edge to a new situation, creating, and evaluating.
Task predicts performance with great accuracy (City
et al. 2009). To raise the level of performance, we
would just need to raise the level of the task. Easier
said than done. 

Likewise, observe adult meetings — teacher team
meetings, principal meetings, etc. — where we try
to “develop” our “human capital” — that is, help
adults learn. Look at the tasks adults are engaged in,
and then predict what will happen as a result. In most
adult meetings that I observe, one can predict that
adults will be really good at listening and following
rules, will not always see the value of meetings, and
will return to their daily work with unchanged prac-
tice. Hmmm. Sounds suspiciously like many class-
rooms. Tasks have a way of rippling through all lev-
els of the organization.

Low-level tasks are not a product of laziness or
lack of commitment; they’re a product of a frag-
mented system. When we inject “reforms” into our
system, we have to be clear about how we think they
will ultimately raise the level and type of tasks that
both students and adults engage in. In the meantime,
we can’t let ourselves off the hook and chalk up our
actions to a fragmented system — we have to take
responsibility for our own practice and our col-
leagues’ practice, too. 

So, I ask, at this basic level, how would unbundling
change or improve the tasks that students and their
teachers engage in? Before we move farther ahead,
we must know what we are asking teachers and stu-
dents to do in an unbundled world and how it will
be different from what they are doing today.

GOALS

One danger of unbundling is that it will reinforce
our recent tendency to see the purpose of schooling
as producing good test scores. Unbundling may get
us so focused on how we are going about improve-
ment that we’ll ignore the question of why or to what
end we’re going about improvement. In addition, in
our haste to prove that unbundling is a good idea,
we might look for numbers to reassure us.

I don’t advocate for avoiding accountability. In fact,
we need to embrace accountability with much greater
sophistication than we have done up to this point. By
“greater sophistication,” I mean several things. First,
we need to distinguish between measures and goals.

The goal is what we’re trying to accomplish; the meas-
ure is how we’ll know whether we’re accomplishing
the goal. Performance on the state test is a measure,
not a goal. Second, we need multiple goals. It is hard
to imagine that there is a single goal worthy of an in-
vestment of about $500 billion in elementary and sec-
ondary education each year and 14,000 hours of time
for a single student over the course of their
K-12 career. Third, we need multiple
measures. No single measure is a
wholly reliable way of knowing
whether we’ve met a goal. Sin-
gle-measure approaches also
usually undervalue things that
are harder to measure and
overvalue things we can attach
numbers to. Fourth, once we
have all of that in place, we need
an accountability system that re-
sponds with appropriate actions
(rewards, support, sanctions, etc.)
when the goals are or are not met. 

To design a system of schooling that is truly
accountable, of course, we must understand far more
than just the short-term goals of a single course or
even an individual’s school career. Educators tend to
leave discussions of goals to philosophers, policy
makers, and boards and are too busy running from one
rabbit hole to another to look up and agree on where
we’re headed. 

For unbundling to make a difference, it has to help
us set and achieve goals for education. Unbundling
must force us to ask and answer: What are the goals
for learning in an unbundled world? Who would de-
termine those goals? How would we measure them?

IMAGINATION

One of the limits to our current approach to goals,
measuring, and accountability is that it rewards cau-
tious behavior. When the stakes are high and we’re
not sure what to do, we try lots of little things in the
hopes that some might be right and none might be
too wrong. Unbundling potentially could help in this
regard by inspiring innovation and experimentation,
but only if it makes it OK to be wrong sometimes.
We must be willing to be wrong or we will never
achieve greatness — we will be incremental, unfo-
cused, and catering to adults’ whims rather than chil-
dren’s needs. 

In education, a fear of failure leads to many things;
one of the most important is a lack of imagination.
This matters because there is a powerful connection
between imagination and hope and between hope and
action. If you can’t imagine what it would look like,
it’s hard to believe it’s possible. If you can’t believe it’s
possible, it’s hard to take the action that makes the
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possible a reality. For this reason, no matter your role
in education, part of your work is to help other peo-
ple imagine possibilities and believe in their own in-
dividual and collective efficacy. 

As John Dewey said, “Every great advance . . . has
issued from a new audacity of the imagination.” How
will unbundling help foster a new audacity of the
imagination? If we want any kind of coherent and au-
dacious result from unbundling, we have to embrace
the question of “what would it look like” — what

would students be doing and saying? What
would teachers be doing and saying? 

ROLE OF SCHOOL

I have a hard time imagining
what “school” might look like in
the not too distant future. I buy
the argument that technology
brings new possibilities and that
teachers, students, and content

may have different relationships
to each other. And I am not too

tethered to the notion of school as
a building. But I still can’t really imag-

ine very audacious visions of school.
I do, however, have a few reflections and

questions as we consider the possible role of “school”
in an unbundled future. First, there are the practical
considerations. For many families, school is first and
foremost a safe place. To them, it matters less what
sorts of learning happen there than that children are
safe, physically and emotionally. School also serves
a childcare function in society. If there is not a phys-
ical place for school, where are the children and who
is looking out for them? Then, there are the learn-
ing considerations. How do new forms of “school”
promote young people learning how “to earn a de-
cent living, to be good citizens of the nation and the
world, and to make good lives for themselves” (Adler
1982)? And finally, there are the equity considera-
tions. Who most needs “school” as a place — those
who have a particular need that their home environ-
ment doesn’t provide. What happens to those chil-
dren? Who’s included? Who’s left out? 

A former colleague of mine was fond of saying
that school isn’t about the building. “Like church,”
he would say, holding his fingertips and thumbs to-
gether, “school is not about the building — it’s about
the community.” What does this sense of “commu-
nity” mean for “school”? And what about commu-
nities where school is the unifying entity? What will
“school” look like and why? How does unbundling
help “school” serve all children well?

PRACTICE INTO THEORY

One thing that is maddening about research and

policy is that they rarely tell you how to do some-
thing, particularly in your own context — and that’s
partly because it’s hard to be general and context-
specific at the same time, and partly because research
and policy don’t know how to make it work in your
context. On the plus side, that means that practition-
ers have something significant to contribute. 

Practitioners, in particular, can help fill in the
multiple black-box gaps inherent in most research
and policy because they are closest to the work of
learning and teaching. With unbundling, as with
most efforts, if we don’t have a highly specified the-
ory or hypothesis about how unbundling will lead to
particular results, it’s quite unlikely to do so. 

You can practice the discipline of stating how A will
lead to B and eventually to Z in your everyday work.
My colleagues and I are fond of encouraging people
to watch out for “and then a miracle happens” spaces.
Over time, identify those and fill those in. Miracles
haven’t yet proven to be a reliable way of reaching our
goals. Involve people closest to the work. Be clear
about the learning and results for children at the end
of your causal chain. Don’t be afraid of causality. Em-
brace causality. What we do has to matter, or we might
as well not do it. Once you have a theory, test it. 

UNBUNDLING’S PROMISE

We can be pretty sure that unbundling will work
out well for some children and not well for other chil-
dren if we don’t keep some of these key lessons in
mind. We need to articulate the goals at the end of
the causal chain, and then fill in the gaps between “un-
bundling” and those goals, being open all the while to
new possibilities as we act. We need to authorize au-
dacity and assess what we’re getting right and what
we’re getting wrong. We need to focus on the task —
what are we asking people to do at all levels of the sys-
tem, and what do we predict will happen as a result?
And most of all, we need to start with students and
learning. This combination of practices is precisely
what our best teaching and learning looks like. 

Education philosopher Mortimer Adler called his
principles of schooling the “Paideia” principles
(1982). “Paideia” is Greek for “the upbringing of a
child.” Note that he did not choose the Greek word
for school. The Paideia principles speak of “school-
ing,” not school. As we think about the promise of
unbundling, we must consider what it means for
learning, for bringing up our children, and for
schooling. The third Paideia principle is: “The qual-
ity of schooling to which they are entitled is what the
wisest parents would wish for their own children, the
best education for the best being the best education
for all.” How might unbundling help us create the
best education for all? We must keep asking and an-
swering that question together. K
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