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More Praise for Blended

“The interest in leveraging technology in schools is growing at a rapid pace. That
means district leadership is critical in order to harness these innovative tools as
effectively as possible. This book provides superintendents with a blueprint to
ensure that blending learning boosts student achievement.”

— Daniel A. Domenech, executive director, American Association of School
Administrators

“Blended not only describes what various blended learning models look like, it
carefully lays out a blueprint that school administrators, teachers, and parents
can use to make blended learning a reality in their schools. As Horn and Staker
clearly state in this book, what we need more than anything in education today is
a culture of iteration and innovation to think through and take advantage of this
dynamic shift in potential learning models. This important book is a tremendous
resource for anyone who wants to take on the significant change we need to make
in education. I am going to make sure everyone on my team reads it from cover
to cover. Highly recommended!”

— Jaime Casap, global education evangelist, Google

“Our schools need to improve, and technology, if used smartly, can help them
do that. This book, building on the authors’ previous groundbreaking work in
Disrupting Class, provides a step-by-step guide for how to do blended learning
right. It is a must-read for school officials and educators who want to get good
results for their students.”

— Joel Klein, CEO, Amplify; former chancellor, New York City Department of
Education

“This book takes the innovative work in Disrupting Class to the next level.
Blended unleashes the unprecedented opportunities for teachers and students to
design personalized learning pathways for each learner, instead of a one-size-fits
all approach. This blueprint propels educators and administrators, policymakers
and community leaders to help break down America’s traditional education



silos by developing innovative teaching and learning environments that will help
students succeed in a technology-driven global economy.”
— Bev Perdue, founder and chair, DigiLEARN; former governor, North Carolina

“Michael Horn and Heather Staker, in Blended, have perfectly captured the
tensions and optimism surrounding the inexorable move toward digital resources
in American classrooms. This book will prove an invaluable resource to teachers,
administrators and entrepreneurs who have a common mission: to leverage
technology as a tool to provide excellence for every child in our country.”

— Jane Swift, CEO, Middlebury Interactive Languages; former governor,
Massachusetts

“The digital revolution is upon us, and teachers are hungering for ways to better
connect with kids where they are, to give them an exceptional education, and to
prepare them to succeed in an increasingly fast-paced world. As administrators
we must ensure that our teachers are as ready as their students to make the
most of a 21st-century classroom. While Disrupting Class offered a vision of the
emerging digital landscape in education, Blended takes things a step further. In
reading it we start to see just how, as educators, we're going to exist in this new
world and how we can utilize blended-learning strategies to offer our students
the education they deserve.”

— Terry B. Grier, superintendent of schools, Houston Independent School District

“Blended offers a thoughtful and comprehensive examination of the blended
learning landscape. While the authors make a strong case for the power of online
learning to individualize instruction, they also reveal a yet untapped potential
for online learning to empower students to own their education. With Blended’s
contribution to the conversation, I am optimistic we can move past education
that is customized to one that is genuinely personalized —that focuses less on
education as delivery and more as discovery.”

— JoAnn Bartoletti, executive director, National Association of Secondary School
Principals

“With all the calls to reform, improve, or use technology to enhance education,
Horn and Staker’s approach is refreshing and pragmatic. They succinctly capture



the three great advantages of blended learning: personalization, access, and cost,
and support them with examples of what works and how. The authors illustrate
how students are eager to take the initiative, to engage and discover resources that
build on what they know and guide them to what they should know. Teachers can
concentrate on students who need more attention. With this approach, mastery
of content is possible for every student. Blended charts a course to substantially
increase college and career readiness. A great read for education leaders and
policymakers alike!”

— Jim Geringer, vice chair, DigiLearn; former governor, Wyoming
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Foreword: When Disruptive
Innovation and Paradigms Collide

We stand at the vanguard of a shift in education. For a long time, people have
shouted back and forth about what ails our schools and have offered differing
solutions. Yet there is no panacea. Each camp holds a piece of the solution, but
because of the way our schools work, each piece is often diametrically opposed to
another. With the emergence of blended learning in our nation’s K-12 schools, we
now have the opportunity to move beyond what have previously been trade-offs.
Allow me to explain by illuminating how the concepts of paradigm and disruption
relate to each other.

Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, which introduced us
to the concept of paradigms, is one of the most useful books I've ever read. It
summarizes a simple and general model of how bodies of understanding emerge
and improve, based on Kuhn’s lifetime of studying the history of science. The
emphasis of Kuhn’s model isn’t the initial starting of a body of understanding per
se. Rather, it focuses on how bodies of understanding improve.

A body of understanding typically starts with a hypothesis about a pattern
between one thing and another. The method of improving understanding almost
always is an anomaly —a discovery of something for which the original pattern
cannot account. Anomalies force researchers to revisit the original explanation
of causality and adjust it so that it accounts for the new observation as well as the
original ones. Through this process of confronting and resolving anomalies that
previously could not be accounted for, a body of understanding becomes more

and more capable of explaining more and more things.
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At some point in some bodies of understanding, causality becomes so broadly
understood and accepted that the work of researchers in that field instinctively
builds on that understanding. Kuhn called such a body of understanding of
causality a “paradigm.” It is a model that articulates what is to be observed and
scrutinized; the kind of questions that should be asked and how these questions
are to be structured and answered; and how the results of investigations should
be interpreted.

Researchers rarely question a paradigm because it is so helpful in understanding
what is happening in a field. They therefore assume that it is valid and engage
in normal science. This entails learning how to measure things, defining and
characterizing the phenomena, and probing for the boundaries of application
of the paradigm. Much of this work entails grouping and comparing. This is
how researchers continue to discover anomalies. When they observe an anomaly,
they work to adjust and restate the paradigm to accommodate the outlying
observation—or they rule that the anomaly occurs outside the boundaries of
what the paradigm applies to.

On occasion, however, researchers discover an anomaly for which the paradigm
simply cannot account. Researchers often then put it on a shelf somewhere —the
academic equivalent of a “cold case.” When researchers discover another anomaly
the paradigm simply cannot account, it too is similarly put aside for the time
being on the cold case shelf. When enough cold cases have accumulated, an
enterprising researcher will then study them together and announce, “Hey guys!
Look at all of these cold cases! Can you see the pattern across all of them? The
paradigm simply cannot be true!”

Often, only a theory that is used in another branch of science in which the
original and deepest believers of the paradigm have little background can help
reveal the pattern across these anomalies. Because of this, the devout defend the
validity of the original paradigm, often to their graves. Indeed, their instinctive
toolkit that they used for learning in their branch of science renders many of
them unable to see the anomalies that put the paradigm into question. For this
reason, Kuhn observed that new researchers, whose training and disciplines are
different, typically initiate the toppling of a paradigm and the development of the
new knowledge that takes its place.

This process of developing, testing, and toppling paradigms is at work 24x7.
It is not an event. Often it takes decades to build and then discredit paradigms.
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As an aside, many people use the term “paradigm” for many purposes. Most
of them have never read Kuhn’s book. They use it in a speech to coronate their
opinion into a “paradigm shift,” to bolster the stature of an aggressor’s intellectual
fight with an academic foe, and so on. In my little corner of the world, the term
“disruptive innovation” is similarly overused and overapplied by uninformed
people who seek justification for anything they want to do anyway.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STRATEGY
AND INNOVATION

Much of the energy expended in normal science entails studying trade-ofts, which
typically can be displayed as a two-dimensional graph: to get more of one thing,
on the vertical axis, you get less of the other, measured on the horizontal axis.
The relationship between trade-offs, called an “efficiency frontier,” can be linear,
convex, or concave. Putting a satellite into orbit entails trade-offs, for example.
Lifting it into a low orbit makes it faster in telecommunications, but the satellite
needs to be small, lightweight, and focused on a single mission; a satellite in a high
orbit can be bigger and have multiple missions, but it is much more expensive;
and so on.

A decision to position one’s company or products on a point on an efficiency
frontier between trade-offs such as these is what my friends Michael Raynor and
Michael Porter call “strategy.” Strategy entails trade-offs. In education, a few of
these trade-offs might be: Should the model of teaching be one-way (lecture)
or two-way (discussion)? Should our model be based on personal tutors or
teaching students by the batch? Should we build large schools to take advantage
of economies of scale, or should we prefer smaller schools with fewer students per
teacher? These are strategic choices along a theoretical frontier. After a strategic
choice has been made, the types of innovations that educators focus on are what
we call “sustaining innovations.” These types of innovations make good products
better. They help you to more effectively deliver the strategic choices you have
selected.

Paradigms, such as those in satellite design and placement, don’t dictate an
optimal spot on the trade-off frontier. Rather, they define the trade-offs to be
discussed and the metrics to be used in evaluating answers. In education, the
paradigm frames things like the student-to-teacher ratio or the trade-offs between
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project-based learning (engagement) and lecture-based learning (knowledge
absorption). Normal science rarely questions the existence of these trade-offs.

Disruptive innovation occurs when an entrepreneur or technologist figures
out how to break a trade-off by giving more of one without requiring us to accept
less of the other. Often, breaking a trade-off initiates the toppling of a paradigm. A
key reason why disruptive innovations are so adept at toppling paradigms—and
industry leaders —is that sustaining innovations are static. They make the best of
trade-offs that were decided in the past.

Those with the perspective of a disruptive innovator initially accept the
established trade-offs in the old paradigm. But they see that the trajectory of
technological improvement is faster than what customers are able to use. As the
performance of technology moves from “not good enough” to “more than good
enough,” the trade-offs are broken. The intersection of the trajectories in the
theory of disruption dynamically releases the constraints that create trade-offs.

The trajectory that becomes disruptive always begins among undemanding
customers at the bottom of sectors. In the vein of education, most teachers like me
conceded early on, at least verbally, that the delivery of lectures online would, over
time, disruptively surmount traditional in-class lectures. But we have collectively
believed that it would be impossible for online learning to emulate the discussion
in a senior research seminar in high school or college or case-based teaching at
the Harvard Business School. In the onslaught of disruption, we have seen these
as safe havens for traditional teaching.

Now, however, enter my friend Espen Anderson, professor at the Norwegian
School of Management in Oslo. Espen is breaking trade-offs in classroom learning.
The arrangement is disruptive and ongoing. Espen needs to be in Boston for
medical reasons as I write this, even as his students need to learn through the case
method in Oslo. Espen’s solution? He tied his signature bow tie onto a robot in
the Oslo classroom, taped his Apple iPad on top of the robot’s neck, and brought
his wireless joystick for the robot to Boston. Espen’s students sit in assigned seats
in Oslo, and each seat has three buttons. One signals to Espen, “I want to make
a comment in support of the last comment.” Another signals, “I disagree with
that last comment.” The third signals, “I have a comment on a different topic.”
This allows Espen to call on a student who has figuratively raised his hand in the
air and guide the direction of the discussion. Espen can then figuratively walk to
the whiteboard to summarize what the students are saying, as well as move to a
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student he has called upon and respond not just verbally, but with body language,
to what the student says.

- "

I tell his story not to say that K-12 education will look the way his classroom
looks in the future, but to illustrate how because the process of technological
improvement improves at a faster rate than people can use the improvement,
Espen is showing us that trade-offs that historically were implicit in some of the
paradigms of education are now being broken.

Here is a way to frame the process: Time is a way of preventing everything
from happening at once. The future and the past both exist in the present, but
they are not evenly distributed around the world. (William Gibson, Sean Carroll,
and others have had similar thoughts.) Is Espen Anderson’s classroom in the
future or the present?

If we simply wait for the future to become the present—that is, if we wait until
data about new ways to teach and learn arrive on the scene —data will continue
to joust with other data, and little will change. This is so because without a
compelling theory as a foundation, your data will not have a louder voice, nor
more compelling logic, than my data will have. The basis of action and change is
theory, not data.

Many elements of the paradigm about teaching and learning have served
portions of society well in the past. Now we have a theory—disruptive
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innovation —that gives meaning to the data that are emerging. The data from
classrooms, including Espen’s, in many parts of the world are declaring that
trade-offs in education are being broken.

I can see that in my past as a teacher, I was constrained by trade-offs. My
innovations were sustaining ones. I have been a good teacher for students who
thought as I did or had experiences like mine. I am mediocre, at best, in teaching
students who frame the world differently. Online learning offers the chance to
custom-deliver learning opportunities matched to each student. To have intellec-
tually stimulating discussions with my students, I had to keep enrollment down. I
always thought that the teacher taught and the students listened. No longer. Stim-
ulating discussions among large numbers of students in widely differing locations
is now possible. Students can teach one another in addition to teachers teaching
students. We are all learning how to learn and teaching how to teach. And thank
goodness. As Eric Hoffer remarked, “In a time of drastic change it is the learners
who inherit the future. The learned usually find themselves beautifully equipped
to live in a world that no longer exists.”

This book, by my colleagues Michael Horn and Heather Staker, is a marvelous
description of how many of the trade-offs in teaching and learning are being bro-
ken. Instead of our needing to accept less of one thing in order to get more of
another, we can now expect with confidence that we actually can achieve more,
period. As the capability of online learning moves up the trajectory of improve-
ment and obviates more and more trade-offs, blended learning preserves access
to the best of in-person teaching and learning as we navigate disruption. Blended
learning makes the best of the old and new paradigms available to all of us who
want to learn. And this book is designed to help teachers, school leaders, super-
intendents, and parents learn how to implement blended learning today and not
stand on the sidelines waiting for the future to emerge somewhere else.

Clayton M. Christensen
Harvard Business School
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Introduction

You walk into a school that is clean and painted brightly. Student artwork hangs
from the walls, and the library is well stocked. The teaching staff works hard, and
administrators keep the school running in an orderly way. The school provides
students with computers, sports, and field trips. Yes, many schools in the world
struggle mightily, particularly in the inner city; documentaries such as Waiting
for Superman and A Right Denied have highlighted heartbreaking public school
blight. But certainly some schools are good. And if you’re like most parents, you
believe that the schools your own children attend —whether public or private;
urban, suburban, or rural —are preparing your children well.!

This book is about the blending of online learning into schools. It is intended
to be not only a resource for those wanting to make significant changes to their
schools or who are already thinking about blended learning, but also an eye-

opener for people who feel content with what they have. Schools are approaching



the tipping point in a digital transformation that will forever change the way the
world learns. If online learning has not already rocked your local schools, then it
will soon. The authors of Disrupting Class (including Michael B. Horn, a coauthor
of this book) made that prediction in 2008, when they forecasted that by 2019,
50 percent of high school courses would be online in some form or fashion.
Years later that prediction continues to appear accurate—some would even
say conservative.” People may debate the timing, but we believe the more
interesting question is whether the indisputable emergence of online learning
across elementary, middle, and high schools is a good thing. Is our system
devolving into a hopelessly impersonal, sci-fi-type automation, or is the surge of
students learning online a positive thing? And how can we ensure the latter?

PATTERN OF DISRUPTIVE INNOVATION

Asking whether online learning is a good thing is much like asking whether email,
Target, and TurboTax are good things. The U.S. Postal Service may not be a fan
of email, but most everyone else has found that email makes communication
faster, more convenient, and more affordable than mailing a letter with stamps.
Macy’s may not love Target, but countless consumers enjoy improved standards
of living because of the affordability of discount retailers. H&R Block and other
tax accounting firms rue the day TurboTax was born, but many individuals and
small businesses consider TurboTax a godsend.

Email, discount retailers, and TurboTax are all examples of what Professor
Clayton M. Christensen of the Harvard Business School calls “disruptive inno-
vation.” Although disruptive innovation may not sound, on first hearing, like
something educators would want to embrace, it offers many benefits. The term
refers to products and services that start in simple applications at the bottom
of the market for those without the wealth or expertise to participate otherwise in
the market.’ For example, before TurboTax came along, most people struggled
with a pencil and calculator to file their own returns because they could not afford
to pay a professional tax accounting firm to do it for them. But Intuit’s TurboTax
software is “disrupting” the current, or incumbent, system made up of profes-
sional tax firms. It gives millions of people who cannot afford a professional tax
firm a simple, affordable way to prepare their returns accurately with professional
guidance.

Blended: Using Disruptive Innovation to Improve Schools
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