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Overview 

This document was written by several of us at the Center for 
Inspired Learning, a 501(c)3 nonprofit with the mission of 
providing the blueprint, tools, inspiration, and leadership to 
replace the current public education model with one that does a 
far better job at igniting passion and curiosity within students. 
We intend to show that the Whole Classroom Instructional Model 
(WCIM) is largely ineffective at achieving the goals of K-12 
education, can be harmful, is obsolete, and needs to be replaced.  

 

We realize that these are bold claims about an education 
system that is a ubiquitous institution in our culture. Almost 
every American has spent a good deal of their childhood in 
schools that use WCIM. Unless you were homeschooled, went 
to an alternative school such as Montessori or Waldorf, or 
grew up far away from civilization, it’s probably the system 
you think of as “school” - usually, a teacher up front teaching 
everyone in the classroom the same material.  

 

On the following pages we will outline the structure, history, and 
problems with this model. We will show how it short-changes students 
and puts undue burden and stress on teachers. We will show how 
numerous attempts to “reform” public education in the United States 
have utterly failed to address the underlying causes of the distress 
because they do not challenge the core problem—the model itself.  

 

We realize that many attempts to “reimagine” public education have 
been touted over the years, mostly coming from business leaders, 
technologists, billionaires, politicians, and others who look down 
upon public schools and think they can fix them. We are NOT 
coming from that perspective. We are a group of mostly current and 
former public school educators who recognize from the inside what 
the problems are and what can be done to solve them. We have 

decades of experience, frustrations, victories, and long hours in public school classrooms and 
administrative offices. We’re the ones who may roll our eyes when the latest “fix” comes 
down the pike, still give it our best shot, always seek to give our best 110% to our students, 
and still go home every day knowing that things could be so much better.  

 

You may find some of our language provocative. If you are a classroom 
teacher, please understand that we are on your side. We know all too 
well the blame game that can be aimed at teachers, students, or both 
when the reality is that it’s the system that is often to blame. If you are a 
teacher, this is not a critique of you in any way, shape, or form. It is our 
desire that your passion and hard work, like our passion and hard work, 
benefits our students and our world in the best possible ways.  
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Students (Bottom) 

• Divided into age groups that correspond with grade levels.  

• If there are enough in one age group, they are then further divided again into groups of 20-30. 

• Expected to sit at assigned desks or tables with a teacher in front to impart required lessons.   

• Often change classrooms during the day. 

• Move “up” through grade levels over the years, each time being assigned a new teacher or 
teachers.  

• Expected to be within norms of grade level to which they are assigned. 

• Not able to study or pursue personal interests or passions if they don’t fit within the teacher’s 
parameters.  

• Success depends on narrowly defined criteria and the ability to perform on tests. 

The Whole Classroom Instructional Model 
Sometimes referred to as the “teacher-centered” or “traditional” model.  

 

Administrators (Top) 

• School Board - Provides oversight to school district affairs, personnel, and property.   

• Superintendent - Directs and manages the school district. 

• Principal - Manages a specific school’s operations, oversees staff & teachers, coordinates 
curriculum.  

• Vice-Principal  - Supports the principal and usually in charge of enforcing school discipline. 

 

Teachers (Center) 

• Decide what lessons to teach and how to teach them. One of the primary goals is to maximize 
student performance on tests and to impart a curriculum decided on by the state.  

• Tasked with teaching the same material at the same pace (a “one-size-fits-all” approach) to a 
class of children who vary a great deal in terms of emotional maturity, cognitive abilities, 
behaviors, interests, and attention levels.   

• Enforce classroom order and discipline through a series of rewards and punishments.  

• Worksheets and textbooks are the primary physical aids for teaching.  These materials tend to 
emphasize rote learning over creativity.  

• Must complete lessons in a certain allotted block of time. 
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Problems with the Whole Classroom Instructional Model 

The classroom structure leaves children at a disadvantage and stresses 
teachers.   

Teaching a diverse group of children whose main 
qualification to be in the classroom is that they are of 
approximately the same age is an impossible task. In any 
given elementary school classroom, you could categorize 
students in any number of ways, but for the sake of 
simplicity we’ll just call 1/3 below average, 1/3 average, 
and 1/3 above average. This could refer to a student’s 
propensity to sit quietly and follow directions, their 
mastery of a subject, how awake and alert they find 
themselves during a lesson, or any number of things that 
impact classroom performance.  

Any school teacher will tell you that teaching the same material to such a diverse group of 20-
30 children presents an impossible challenge. The most common strategy is to focus on 
teaching to the dynamics of the middle group. This leaves those in the below-average category 
behind, and those in the above-average category insufficiently challenged. 

 

A child’s personal interests are ignored. 

The subjects taught are chosen by the state, the district, and/or 
the teacher. There is little if any attempt to cater to a given 
child’s unique passions and interests if they fall outside of this 
narrow curriculum. Yet research has conclusively shown that 
children (and adults!) learn far more if they are interested in the 
subject matter. (source)  

“Excellence tends to 

follow interest.” 

- Educational Psychologist 

Alfie Kohn (source) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The reward and punishment system undermines education. 

Incentivizing children with external rewards (good grades, gold stars, praise, 
etc.) and punishments (poor grades, critical comments, red check marks, etc.) is 
the exact opposite of what motivates children to want to learn. Neuroscientists 
tell us that our brains are designed to learn when we are intrinsically motivated 
to be curious learners (source), the exact opposite of how the Whole Classroom 
Instructional Model operates.  

https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/32503/how-the-power-of-interest-drives-learning
https://www.alfiekohn.org/students-really-need-practice-homework/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5364176/
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Public Education in the United States 

Children enrolled: over 56 million (source) 

Teachers employed: over 3 Million (source) 

Amount spent per year: over $694 Billion (source) 

Average cost per child per year: over $12,000 (source) 
 

For Comparison: Private Education in the United States 

Average cost per child per year: under $12,000 (source) 

 

Costs & Statistics 

Satisfaction with K-12 Education has remained flat (source) 

In 40 years, spending has doubled while achievement has not (source) 

 

 

 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_203.10.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=28
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2019/school-spending.html
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_236.15.asp
https://www.privateschoolreview.com/tuition-stats/private-school-cost-by-state
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1612/education.aspx
https://www.gemmlearning.com/blog/education_trends/education-reform/how-education-reform-impacts-your-child/
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Efforts At Public Education Reforms 
For as long as public education has existed, there have been 

efforts to improve it. Every single one of these reforms has been 
intended to tweak the Whole Classroom Instructional Model to 

make it work better. None has sought to replace the model.  
 
Reforms have focused on five sets of tools:  
 

Money 
how funding works (local vs state vs federal) and how it is used  
 

Staffing 
hire more teachers, administrators, etc.  
 

Standards 
what students should learn and by when 
 

Testing 
track student achievement; hold schools, school districts, and educators responsible 
 

Programs 
integration of racial minorities; nutrition enhancement; multi-tiered support of children who 
fall outside the mean, including those who are under-achieving, have physical or mental health 
challenges, have behavioral issues, are categorized as gifted, etc. 

Public Education Reform Timeline 
 

 

 

 

1918 - Solidification of public schools as an America institution - By this 
year, roughly two-thirds of children were enrolled in government schools and all states 
had compulsory attendance laws. Before this era, schools focused on reading, writing, and 
mathematics, generally only educated white children, and had mixed-aged classrooms.  
 
 
 

One thing that did NOT change was that schools were still organized with a 
teacher-centered model. Teachers would take the brunt of most school reforms 
here forward. 
  

1930s - The First Teacher Professional Development Workshops - kicks off 
the trend of professional development programs for teachers. 

1940s - The First Remedial Education Programs - realizing that soldiers 
returning from WWII were behind in math and English proficiency, remedial programs 
are implemented to help them get caught up. These programs were gradually adapted at 
most public schools for students needing extra help in acquiring academic proficiency.  
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1965 - Elementary and Secondary Education Act - begins the modern testing 

era by enacting testing and accountability provisions. Title I of the act created a 
program to distribute extra funding to the school districts and schools with higher 
percentages of enrolled students from low-income families.  

1975 - Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) - funds special 
education programs to ensure that all children have free access to public school 
education.  

1980s - Development of Guided Language Acquisition Instruction 
(GLAD)  - these teaching strategies for teaching English would endure until the present 
day.   

1990 - Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) - builds on the EHA to 
guarantee that students with physical and/or mental disabilities would be provided free 
appropriate education tailored to their individual needs.  

1994 - Improving America’s Schools Act - increases funding for bilingual and 
immigrant education, allows public charter schools, and incorporates education 
technology into classrooms. 

1997 - Reauthorization of IDEA  - among other things, the reauthorization calls for 
the implementation of Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS).  

2002 - No Child Left Behind Act - among other things, implements broader 
standardized testing and penalizes schools that don’t hit student achievement quotas, and 
augments Title 1.  

2004 - Reauthorization and Modification 
of IDEA - schools are instructed to use the 
Response to Intervention (RTI) Framework to 
address academic performance. (PBIS is the 
equivalent to address behavioral issues.)  

2009 - Race To The Top - gives grants to 
incentivize innovation and reforms with the goal of 
improving teaching and learning patterns.  

2010 - Common Core Standards Initiative - details what students should know 
in English language arts and mathematics at the conclusion of each school grade.  

2015 - Every Student Succeeds Act - replaces No Child Left Behind and allows 
more state control in judging school quality.  

2020 - 100+ years of teachers taking the brunt of education 
“reforms” in the teacher-centered WCIM school model continues 
to lead to high attrition rates, elevated levels of stress, and other 
negative mental health consequences among educators.  

Education Reform Timeline 
continued 
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Making the Wrong Model Right 
By grouping children by age and putting them in a classroom where 
the teacher is expected to teach the same material to all, the Whole 
Classroom Instructional Model underserves all students. Most school 
reforms are attempts to correct this defect.  
 
The multi-tiered programs are great examples of this. Their very 
existence is an admission that the model leaves many behind, and 
does not adequately challenge others. Examples of multi-tiered 
programs include RtI, PBIS (explained on the previous page and 
illustrated below), remedial classes, special ed programs, and classes 
for gifted students.  

In the Whole Classroom Instructional Model, all children are robbed 
of the experiential and academic advantages of children helping each 
other succeed (peer mentoring).  
 
By placing the teacher at the center of the classroom, we over-work 
and stress teachers, thus guaranteeing that students will be short-
changed in their public school education. No amount of professional 
development programs for teachers, multi-tiered programs for 
students, standardized testing, updating state standards, or other 
such reforms can change this dynamic.  
 
Because reforms fail to address the structural issues with the Whole 
Classroom Instructional Model, one could categorize most education 
reform efforts as futile attempts to make the wrong model right. 

The Whole Classroom Instructional Model is 

based on the assumption that 80% of students 

are best served by a one-size-fits-all classroom, 

and the other 20% can be supported by “multi-

tiered” interventions. Why not design an 

education system where the default serves ALL 

students? The pyramid on the right illustrates 

this dynamic. One of the many issues with this 

model is that the majority of resources end up 

going to a minority of students.  
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“Most students— whether A students, C students, or failing ones—have lost 

their zest for learning by the time they reach middle school or high school” 

- Peter Gray, research professor of psychology at Boston College (source) 

Impacts  

 

 

 

of the Whole Classroom 

Instructional Model on Children 

Bullying 
 
Children bully each other in every grade. The blue bar 
graph shows reported bullying rates by grade in 
Virginia public schools. (Note: the vast majority of 
bullying goes unreported)  It indicates a progression of 
threats during elementary grade levels that peaks 
during middle school. To interrupt this cycle, we must 
create a school environment where children feel 
respected, honored, and heard rather than isolated, 
alone in their struggles, and in constant competition 
with their peers. The whole classroom instructional 
model, because it divides children by age, categorizes 
them by abilities, pits them against each other in 
competition, and lacks an emphasis on collaboration, 
creates the conditions for bullying to flourish.  

 

(source)  

Most children experience at least one or more traumatic adverse 
childhood events, which have been shown to have negative 
impacts on behavior and academic performance. (source) Not 
only is our education system ill-equipped to deal with this, but the 
whole classroom instructional model exacerbates it by squashing 
creativity, not providing adequate emotional support, and 
subjecting children to a system of labels and punishments. This is 
NOT a nurturing, collaborative environment. And it’s not just 
those with such issues who suffer, as every student is short-
changed by this system. Every low test score, dropout, uninspired 
learner, and disempowered child should be seen as a failure of the 
education model, not a failure of students or teachers.  

A Model that Squashes Creativity and Exacerbates Trauma 

https://www.salon.com/2013/08/26/school_is_a_prison_and_damaging_our_kids/
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/preventing-bullying-and-violence/
https://digitalcommons.csp.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1004&context=teacher-education_masters
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61% of educators found their work to 
be “often” or “always” stressful. 
This is twice the rate of people in 
other professions.  

Stress 

(source) 

27% of educators reported being bullied, harassed, or 
threatened, compared to 7% among employees in 
the general population.  

Harassment and Bullying 

35% Identified the bully as 
being a supervisor, 
administrator, or 
principal.  

50% Identified the bully as 
being a student.  

33% of educators said their 
mental health was 
“not good” at least 
seven of the previous 
30 days, more than 
double that of other 
workers.  

Mental Health 

Impacts  
of the Whole Classroom 

Instructional Model on Teachers 

44% of new teachers leave the 
profession within five years. 

Attrition 

(source) 

(source) 

(source) 

https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/2017_eqwl_survey_web.pdf
https://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1109&context=cpre_researchreports
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/2017_eqwl_survey_web.pdf
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/2017_eqwl_survey_web.pdf
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Impacts  

 

 

 

 

of the Whole Classroom 

Instructional Model on Families 
The Oft-Overlooked Effects On Home Life 
 
Multiple studies have linked educational performance with home life. (source) Yet the way the Whole 
Classroom Instructional Model operates can undermine stability in the home.  
 
Schools tend to exist in a parallel universe from the realities of working 
parents and guardians. Daily schedules and monthly calendars don't 
match between work and school, often creating stress and financial strain 
for before and after-school child care, finding ways to keep children safe 
and occupied during spring, summer, and winter breaks, and time and 
energy to help with homework.   
 
Children often come home from school drained and tired, creating 
additional parenting challenges. To top it all off, children are not learning 
skills that are helpful to home life. In fact, children often get the message 
in school that domestic work is somehow beneath them or not their job. 
 
If a child participates in extracurricular activities, it can add a financial burden on the family and even 
more scheduling conflicts. Many are denied the opportunities afforded by things like sports, band, clubs, 
and other activities because of financial strain and scheduling conflicts.   

 
Another issue with the way the school day is set up is sleep deprivation. Sleep is 
a biological necessity, and researchers recommend 10-13 hours of sleep for 
children ages 3-5, 9-12 hours for ages 6-12, and 8-10 hours for teens.  
 
Furthermore, biological changes put most teens on a later "sleep-wake clock," 
meaning waking up for early high school start times feels like the middle of the 
night for the adolescent's body. The health and academic consequences of this 
are serious and significant. By senior year, teens average less than 7 hours of 
sleep per school night. (source) When sleep-deprived, they have a difficult time 
paying attention in class, solving problems, retaining what they have learned, 
and coping with stress. It puts them at further risk for emotional and behavioral 
challenges such as irritability, depression, poor impulse control, and even 
violence. It affects everything from academics to athletics to their social and 
home lives. It even increases the risk for tobacco and alcohol use. (source)   
 

We tend to think of these challenges to families as “the way it 
is” rather than faults with the way the education system is 
designed. Schools can easily be open more days per year 
and longer hours and still honor the required sleep 
patterns of youth. Extracurricular activities and 
homework can easily be incorporated into the school day 
and into existing school budgets, taking the burden of them 
off families without denigrating the advantages of 
participation. The curriculum could include the skills that 
would be helpful in the home and in adult life (cooking, 
cleaning, repairing, building, etc.). This isn’t hard. But these 
things are rarely if ever done. 

 

 

 

 

https://ifstudies.org/blog/the-link-between-family-background-and-academic-success
https://www.cdc.gov/features/students-sleep/index.html
https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-news/backgrounder-later-school-start-times
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Impacts  
of the Whole Classroom 

Instructional Model on Our World 
Public Elementary School Education is Foundational  
 
Lifelong patterns are developed during our school years, and especially during elementary school. This is when 
our brains are developing, so the experiences of these early years will reverberate through the choices, actions, 
reactions, and inactions we take both individually and collectively.  

Think of any problem facing society today - from political polarization to global warming; from climbing 
obesity rates to gun violence; from suicide rates to species extinction; from homelessness to war. Every single 
issue we would confront more effectively as a society if schools fostered self-confidence, empathy, and an 
innate passion for learning. Schools as training grounds for taking tests and the ability to sit quietly at a desk 
achieve the exact opposite of this.  

Now imagine a world where our education system was designed to appeal to each child’s unique strengths and 
passions rather than fitting them all into the same academic mold. The result would be that we would graduate 
a generation of problem-solvers who would be far better equipped to find more humane, peaceful, and 
sustainable ways to live together on our planet. That would be a far more noble goal for education than our 
current emphasis on test-taking and conformity.  

(source)  

Indicators of a Country and a World in Distress 

(source) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suicide_in_the_United_States
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Doomsday_clock.png
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Conclusion 

In 1983, the US Government released a scathing report on American public schools called “A 
Nation at Risk: the Imperative for Educational Reform.” Using statistics of the many failures 
of the public education system, it declared that, “if an unfriendly foreign power had attempted 
to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well 
have viewed it as an act of war.”  (source)  

The report resulted in yet another round of education reforms, adding to a century-long history 
of attempts to make the Whole Classroom Instructional Model (or WCIM) work better. 
Through these many initiatives, different classroom strategies have been encouraged, teachers 
have been incentivized to go through professional development training, district have 
implemented multi-tiered programs, hired aids, curriculum advisers, vice-principals, etc., and 
standardized tests have proliferated.  

Yet all the attempts to make WCIM work better have at best only marginally improved 
outcomes. Test scores have barely improved. Graduation rates have only seen modest 
increases. Students feel less prepared for college and the job market, have fewer life skills, 
lower self-esteem, and more anxiety. At the same time, teacher attrition is at an all-time high. 
Educators feel stressed and overwhelmed by a job they were likely drawn to because of a 
desire to impact our youth and the world in a positive way.  

Again and again, districts ask for tax increases to fix these problems. “This time it will work!” 
we are told. Yet the problems persist. We know that local school levies will not only need to be 
renewed, but they will have to be added to. We know that the demands for federal education 
dollars will keep increasing. Eventually, we have to ask why it’s not working the way we are 
promised.  

People often don’t realize that there are other education models. Many of these other models 
have eliminated or drastically minimized the problems and inequities that exist with WCIM. 
With WCIM, children who don’t fit the mold become a problem for their school to 
solve. But the children are NOT the problem.  

Of all the challenges facing our world today, every single one would be confronted more 
effectively if schools trained the next generation in an education system that fostered self-
confidence, empathy, and an innate passion for learning.  

WCIM is an abject failure. We would 
live in a better world if the education 
system was designed such that ALL 
children excelled in class, not just 
those who fit narrow parameters. And 
we would get even farther if the school 
structure increased mental stability 
rather than threatened it. WCIM 
shortchanges children, burns out 
teachers, frustrates parents, and is 
damaging to society.  We use it because 
of history, not because of design. We 
can do better. We deserve better.  

 

 

https://www.edreform.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/A_Nation_At_Risk_1983.pdf

