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Sir Ken Robinson passed away the day we completed the first draft of this paper. Robinson 

was a huge inspiration to those of us at the Center for Inspired Learning. His voice and passion 

will be sorely missed. Our goal is to realize the ideas and vision he so eloquently put forth.  

 

 

 

ñThe fact is that given the challenges we face, education doesn't need to be 

reformed -- it needs to be transformed. The key to this transformation is not 

to standardize education, but to personalize it, to build achievement on 

discovering the individual talents of each child, to put students in an 

environment where they want to learn and where they can naturally discover 

their true passions.ò 
 

 

 From Ken Robinson, The Element: How Finding Your Passion Changes Everything 
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Compulsory elementary education in the US began in the 1920s. During the ensuing century, the appearance 

and dynamics of public schools have changed drastically, but the basic model has remained largely unchanged. 

This paper is a critique of this hundred-year-old model and offers a replacement that is long overdue.  

To be clear, the critique offered here does not discount the progress that has been made over that same time 

period. Desegregation, the school lunch program, guaranteed access for children with disabilities, the 

abolishment of corporal punishment, the expansion of curriculum from reading, writing, and arithmetic to the 

plethora of subjects taught now, and the larger focus on the individual needs of students are all to be 

celebrated. However, these changes and reforms are not enough to overcome the failings of a classroom model 

that was a bad idea from the beginning. 

The dominant education model is to group students by age, advancing 

them one grade level at a time. Teachers are at the center of this form of 

education, and their primary goals are to impart knowledge and maintain 

order within the classroom. Other hallmarks of this traditional model 

include reliance on textbooks, and the familiar classroom design: students 

at desks, facing forward, with an expectation that they will remain there 

until dismissed. This paper refers to traditional ñteacher-centeredò 

education as the Whole Classroom Instructional Model, or WCIM.  

One of the arguments put forward in this paper is that until this obsolete 

classroom model is abolished and replaced with a better one, we will not 

be able to meaningfully address the problems that tear at the fabric of our 

nation and world. This paper also shows why reforms aimed at improving 

education are ineffective.  

This paper makes the case for transitioning to a radically different way of educating children called the 

Inspired Learner Model (ILM). Among the many benefits of ILM is that its implementation does not require 

new facilities, more staffing, or increased budgets. The model is based on the experience and research of 

cutting-edge thinkers and education leaders around the world. Schools implementing components of this model 

have consistently outperformed traditional schools. 

ILM can inspire children to be naturally motivated to learn, become good citizens, find and explore their own 

passions, and be happy at their work while lowering dropout rates, virtually eliminating bullying, and 

achieving higher levels of academic success, including improved assessment results.  

Most educators are cognizant of the problems with public education 

and are hungry for change, yet they feel overwhelmed when they 

consider the size and complexity of the task. This paper presents 

how ILM can be implemented in public elementary schools in cost-

effective and relatively simple ways. The ultimate goal is not only 

to prepare students to meet or exceed state standards but also 

prepare them for life by developing innate resources, knowledge, 

and skills to solve the existential threats to humanity. There is an 

urgent need to transform public education as soon as possible, and 

every moment of delay is a missed opportunity for millions of 

children, youth, and the world they will inherit.  
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When people hear the word ñclassroomò, their image is nearly universal: students of a specific age sitting in 

rows of desks, a teacher in front of the class with a blackboard or a  whiteboard, and a screen of some sort on 

the front wall. Almost everyone in the developed world has spent thousands of hours in these kinds of 

classrooms. Similarly, most people have a nearly universal understanding of how a school works; students 

move between classrooms during the day, and ñupò through grade levels over the years. Henceforth, this way 

of organizing schools and education is referred to as the Whole Classroom Instructional Model, or WCIM.  

The historic roots of WCIM run deep. Industrialization in the US during the 19th 

century unleashed a series of previously unimaginable changes to the life of 

children. On the one hand, it would lead to a massive reduction in child mortality, 

which many historians view as the main reason children began to be viewed with 

more empathy. A combination of poverty and the desire for cheap labor during this 

period also meant that factories regularly employed children under harsh 

circumstances. These were two of the primary factors in the growth of childrenôs 

rights. Schools offered a way of isolating children from the harshness of child 

labor, and the introduction of compulsory education moved children en masse from 

being workers to being students (Kosher, Ben-Arieh, & Hendelsman, 2016).  

Since the public school system was birthed during this time, the impersonal and rigid structures that 

exemplified corporate and industrial organizations were also used in creating the public school classroom with 

rows of desks and obedient students absorbing lessons from a teacher who stood at the head of the class. 

(Maida 2011) The idea of a childôs right to self-determination and self-expression were not part of societyôs 

view of children yet; they were still viewed as the property of their parents or the state (Kosher, Ben-Arieh, & 

Hendelsman, 2016). 

The biggest problem with WCIM is its single most defining characteristic: grouping children with different 

capacities for engagement, wide-ranging interests, varied abilities, and inconsistent levels of attention into a 

single classroom solely based on their birth date. The classroom teacher is then expected to instruct all the 

students to a similar level of understanding, or at least make sure each child progresses sufficiently to move on 

to the next grade level.  

This is a herculean task to place on a teacher, and one of the reasons for high levels of teacher stress and 

attrition. Teachers end up spending an inordinate amount of time on classroom management. Since teachers 

can never offer enough extra help to those who need it most, or enough challenge to those who grasp the 

concepts easiest, they are faced with having to choose which subgroup receives the most attention, or attempt 

to divide their limited attention among all levels, which is a circus act at best. 

 

н 



Education policymakers understand these dynamics and regularly offer reforms to address them. One of the 

most common of these reforms is multi-tiered programs.  

Multi-tiered programs are designed to address the WCIM problem from two angles: the academic side, which 

is commonly addressed by Response to Intervention (or RTI), and the behavior side which is usually addressed 

by Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (or PBIS). Such systems have been implemented by the vast 

majority of school districts in the US (Shah, 2011). 

In these multi-tiered programs, students fall into one of three categories. About 80-90% perform well 

academically and behaviorally in the classroom, 5-10%  require behavioral and/or academic interventions that 

can be done in a group setting, and 1-5%  require intensive 

individualized attention to (hopefully) achieve compliance with the 

expectations of the class. However, the multi-tiered approach is 

based on a conflicting set of ideas. On the one hand, students are 

grouped by age under the assumption they will all be at roughly the 

same level of emotional maturity, have similar levels of compliance 

with the rules, and be on more or less the same level of academic 

performance. The reality is that children of the same age can vary 

greatly in all these areas, so schools have to establish systems to deal 

with this variability. Of course, this consumes extra teacher time and 

school resources, particularly funding. 

WCIM and multi-tiered programs have become embedded in the bureaucracies we have financed and 

empowered to educate our nationôs children. Like all bureaucracies, they are designed to protect and perpetuate 

the status quo. To some extent this makes sense. Public education is an extremely large and complex system. 

Regardless of what education model we use, teachers and administrators need to be trained to implement it, 

funding mechanisms are needed to pay for it, and materials are required to support it. People who work in 

bureaucracies become protective of their ñturfò and often see changes as a threat, rather than an opportunity for 

improvement. Sometimes they have good reasons for this, as political crosswinds, cost-cutting politicians, and 

public whims and sentiment often favor short-term quick-fixes over evidence-based rational change. The 

problem is that this self-protecting dynamic also resists efforts that would potentially improve education.  

Multi-tiered programs represent just a handful of the many attempts to reform public education. The number of 

nation-wide attempts to ñfixò public schools over the past 50+ years is staggering. Some of the better-known 

initiatives include The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), The Improving Americaôs Schools 

Act (1994), The No Child Left Behind Act (2002), The Race to the Top (2009), The Common Core Standards 

Initiative (2010), and The Every Student Succeeds Act (2015).  

You only have to look at the problems that continue to plague our schools in spite of constant reforms to 

realize that WCIM is far from ideal. The over-emphasis on test-taking, the lack of arts education, inequality 

between districts, uninspired students, low graduation rates, classroom overcrowding, and the non-

compatibility with most adult work schedules are just a few of the detrimental issues baked into the WCIM 

model. (See Appendix A.)  

No amount of reforms can fix an education model that is structurally flawed. Until 

education policymakers address the model itself, public schools will continue to 

shortchange students, and by extension, all of society. There are other education models 

that are far better suited for public schools.  
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Over the past century, the evolving understanding of childhood development has led to the creation of 

alternative education models and methods that stress the importance of concepts such as autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence over one standardized curriculum for the whole classroom (Johnson, Bolter & 

Stoll 2015; Robinson & Aronica 2015; Wagner & Dintersmith 2015). Such models abound. In the early 20th 

century, education visionaries such as Rudolf Steiner, Maria Montessori, and Loris Malaguzzi saw the 

shortcomings and limitations of the WCIM and designed innovative education models based on a more holistic 

understanding of how children learn.  

There was an explosion of experimental and alternative schools during the social upheavals of the 1960s and 

1970s. Since the early 1990s, many new and innovative education models have been implemented in charter 

schools.  

This section briefly explores eight successful learner-centered approaches with the goal of highlighting the 

common threads that run through them. More detail on these can be found in Appendix C.  

The Waldorf model uses a holistic approach that integrates practical 

skills, the arts, and academics. The classroom is designed to encourage 

free-thinking and creativity, and subjects are generally taught through 

music, dance, visual and performing arts, storytelling, and crafts. 

Imaginative play is emphasized. There are no one-size-fits-all lesson 

plans. Students have wide latitude to pursue their own interests and 

passions. After kindergarten, Waldorf teachers generally move through 

the grades with their students.  

The Montessori model has a similar holistic philosophy. Classrooms are 

mixed age. Hands-on and concrete learning is central. The teacherôs job is 

to observe and guide students. Academic pursuits are often student driven. 

Uninterrupted learning is important, and children usually get time each 

day to pursue their chosen activities. Collaboration is encouraged. 

Character development is emphasized, and things like empathy, self-care, 

and environmental stewardship are built into the curriculum.  

The Reggio Emilia model also bases its curriculum around the studentôs 

interests. It emphasizes uninterrupted learning and artistic expression. Instead 

of telling students what they need to do, teachers are expected to get to know 

their students and gently nudge them towards activities they may find of 

interest. This approach stresses the importance of parents playing a key role 

in their studentôs education. Outdoor play, exploration, and learning are built 

into the school day.  

In Sudbury schools, students take a front-and-center role in their education. The 

underlying assumption is that children are naturally motivated to learn. Sudbury 

schools are run as participatory democracies where students exercise control over 

almost every aspect of the school. Students and staff participate as equals in 

deciding the curriculum, how learning will occur, how academic progress will be 

evaluated, and even matters of the school budget and staffing. In the classroom, 

there is an emphasis on collaborative learning and peer mentoring.  
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Over the past decades, The Waldorf, Montessori, Reggio Emilia, and Sudbury schools have been established 

throughout the world, including in the United States. Some more recently developed learner-centered 

education models have not yet had time to expand to quite the extent as these others, but they nonetheless hold 

lessons for creating an alternative to WCIM in elementary schools. Four such schools described below provide 

insights into what learner-centered education can look like with a modern, more technology-based approach.  

The Childrenôs School has taken an evidence-based approach to learner-centered education. Teachers work 

with students to develop individualized academic goals based on student interests. The curriculum is project-

based and interdisciplinary. Collaboration and critical thinking are encouraged and rewarded. Assessments 

focus on reflection rather than letter grades.   

At High Tech Elementary School, textbooks are eschewed in favor of 

personalized learning, student-driven projects, and activities and 

participation in the greater community. One of the main roles of teachers 

is to facilitate the design of each studentôs unique educational path. 

Assessments are confidential and normally only ever seen by one teacher. 

Traditional divisions between academic subjects have been broken down 

or removed completely, as have the walls between classrooms.  

Design 39 has learner-driven collaborative classrooms. Much of a studentôs work is vertical - meaning done on 

a vertical surface such as a whiteboard. The school community is encouraged to take a global view of problem-

solving. One of the lofty goals of Design 39 is to promote a ñmindset necessary to change the world.ò 

Big Picture Elementary School has a focus on developing global citizenship through things like service-

learning projects, charity events, and community outreach. Assessments are centered around knowing and 

understanding the dynamics behind each childôs development rather than comparing them to the performance 

of other students. Project-based learning is used whenever possible. The school is ñcommitted to nurturing all 

aspects of a childðintellectual, physical, emotional, social, creative, and cultural.ò 

hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ [ŜŀǊƴŜǊ aƻŘŜƭ 

Our proposed Inspired Learner Model (ILM) has its roots in the history and experience of  learner-centered 

models like those discussed in the previous section (Montessori, Waldorf, Childrenôs School, Design 39, etc.). 

It takes the aspects of those alternative models that have been proven to work consistently in different settings 

and adapts them to the social, political, economic, and pedagogical realities of Americaôs public schools. ILM 

does not seek to change or undermine state mandates for curriculum, grade-level achievement markers, or 

assessment.  

The core questions have consistently been:  

¶ What would work best in the public elementary school setting?  

¶ What components of effective learner-centered models can be adapted while 

also accommodating the dynamics of school boards, teachers and 

administrators, certified and classified unions, school buildings, public 

expectations, budgets, and the multitude of other aspects engaged in the 

operation of public elementary schools?  

 

https://tcslj.org/
https://www.hightechhigh.org/hte/
https://design39campus.com/
https://www.bpeducationalacademy.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=702100&type=d&pREC_ID=1134933
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The goal was to design a model that would:  

¶ Gain the support of all necessary stakeholders (school boards, administration,   

teachers, school staff, parents, students, and the community) 

¶ Operate within existing school budgets 

¶ Utilize current staff with no additional hiring or layoffs required 

¶ Continue to prepare students to meet state academic standards and increase 

achievement in the state-mandated tests 

¶ Inspire students to be curious learners, good people, and solid, productive 

citizens of their communities and the world 

¶ Include a curriculum that realistically prepares students for the life ahead of 

them 

¶ Be fully inclusive of special needs students 

The years from pre-K through elementary school years are developmentally the most important for instilling 

learning habits and pro-social behavior. More specifically, the outcomes of early elementary education 

(kindergarten through grade two) are predictive of future outcomes both academically and in life. It is vitally 

important to develop empathy and self-awareness, plus skills in the areas of decision making, problem-

solving, creative and critical thinking, communication, and interpersonal relationships early.  

For these reasons, learner-centered education should ideally begin the first day of school, and the ILM 

program is initially designed for elementary schools. Of course, extending learner-centered education into 

middle and high school as ñILMò students grow is intended, and the principles of ILM are adaptable for 

grades 6ï12.  

Another reason for starting with elementary schools is to keep the scale of the transition manageable for a 

district and its community. Getting buy-in from stakeholders and implementing the model in elementary 

schools will likely be as much as any school district will want to consider at first. 
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The extent to which a child can productively engage in the learning process is directly related to how they 

perceive and experience their school's culture. Unfortunately, many children experience school as a hostile 

environment where they feel discouraged and unfairly judged. Inspired Learner Model (ILM) schools view 

students as the core of the community rather than occupants on the bottom rung of the ladder. It is a top 

priority that students feel supported in their educational journey. Creating schools where the adults are seen as 

part of an away-from-home extended family is key because itôs important to build and support sincere and 

caring safety nets for all children.  

The components discussed below are the building blocks 

for creating this culture and support system. That said, ILM 

is an adaptable model and thus these components are 

adaptable as well. The single goal is to abolish the WCIM 

structure and fully replace it with a learner-centered 

environment. Not every component must be implemented 

to do this. However, each component a school adds will 

increase resilience and strength to the model.  

The components are broken down into two groups. The first 

are the Core Components. For most schools 

transitioning to  ILM, this will be phase one of the process as they do not require a radical restructuring of the 

school day or the school calendar. Schools that seek to add more hours to the school day or more days to the 

school year can implement phase two Secondary Components.  

/ƻǊŜ /ƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ κ tƘŀǎŜ hƴŜ LƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǝƻƴ 

1. Project and Activity Based Learning (PABL) 

Participating in learning-oriented projects and activities enables children to be active participants in their 

learning process. This kind of learning is usually called "project-based learning". In ILM, the word ñactivityò 

has been included as well because not every active learning pursuit is a project. For example, learning to play 

basketball, participating in a chess club, or doing improv are fertile learning experiences, but not really 

projects. In ILM it is referred to as Project and Activity Based Learning, or PABL.   

PABL is a key component of ILM and perhaps most sets the program apart from the way learning currently 

happens in public elementary schools. When a student sinks their teeth into a task, they learn without even 

realizing they are learning. There is virtually an unlimited number of projects students can do or activities in 

which they can participate. Ideally, the projects and activities reflect and engage a studentôs own interests and 

passions, although teachers can also inspire students to do projects in areas that might not otherwise become a 

newly discovered interest. 

Many children do not get to enjoy or benefit from extracurricular activities such as sports, clubs, participation 

in student government, etc. because of family finances, scheduling incompatibilities, parents or guardians who 

dissuade them, and/or a lack of self-confidence. This is a tragedy. All children should be able to have these 

opportunities to participate, grow, enjoy what they love, and be part of something. In ILM schools, one of the 

goals of PABL is to have extracurricular activities are built into the school day so that no student is left out.  
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2. Enhanced Learning through Technology: Online Learning and Virtual Reality 

Online learning gives us the ability to have the world's greatest minds in every classroom. It is an elegant 

solution to the unrealistic and stressful workloads put on teachers. When properly incorporated, it can free up 

not just instructional time, but also the time spent preparing lessons, grading, and disciplining. It guarantees 

that all students can be challenged at their current mastery level, meaning that teachers don't have to get 

bogged down figuring out how to teach to the most and least advanced students, and everyone in between, all 

at the same time. With today's technology, it now makes little sense for tens of thousands of teachers across the 

United States to be teaching the same lessons. Online learning is another key component of ILM.  

In the transition toward an ILM school, some rooms become 

dedicated Online Learning Centers with laptops at work 

stations. This is where a large portion of state-mandated 

instruction takes place under the supervision of monitors.  

There are many effective online learning programs on the 

market today, with more continually being created. Each 

school or school district should choose the programs that 

work best for their student population, budget, and goals. 

3. Assessment Centers and Tutoring Centers 

In each ILM school, at least one classroom becomes an Assessment Center where all students are assessed 

regularly to evaluate their progress in achieving their grade-level expectations and optional personal learning 

goals. The teachers who oversee these centers make interventions as needed to keep students on track with 

goals and expectations. 

Some classrooms become tutoring centers. The teachers working in these centers provide extra learning 

support for students. These tutoring centers are for all students, whether they are below, at, or above grade 

level in their studies. All children are encouraged to reach their full potential, and these tutoring centers are not 

just to ensure that struggling children attain a minimum standard, but also that all students can accelerate their 

abilities. 

4. Student Choice / Student Interests and Passions 

One of the best ways teachers can inspire student learning is by offering students choices about their learning. 

This allows students to develop their interests and create a personalized curriculum that has intrinsic value é a 

huge step forward with inspiring motivation to WANT to learn.  

The parameters of student choice can vary based on factors such as the subject being studied, school resources, 

education goals, and the childôs age, maturity, and ability to engage. Regardless of the scenario, having a focus 

on student choice is key to creating a learning environment where students feel empowered and are thus 

motivated to learn. When the choice is combined with a feeling of purpose, the learning process becomes even 

more potent.  

Having choices also helps students learn differentiation and guards against apathy. Since students are tapping 

into their own passions and interests, they are more joyful and invested in their learning. This benefit also 

extends to teachers, who generally find teaching less of a struggle and more rewarding and fun when students 

have made choices that spark their natural ability to acquire skills and knowledge.  
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Student choice in ILM schools is composed of the PABLs and some online programs. Although children are 

given a wide latitude to choose what to pursue, it is done within the context of educationally sound parameters. 

To exercise these choices, the student must be making steady progress with achieving state academic 

standards. This also gives students the incentive to satisfactorily complete their assigned core studies before 

being permitted to register for courses that contain projects, activities, and studies in their own realms of 

interest and passion. Behavior standards must also be met, which additionally acts as an incentive for children 

to self-regulate their behavior  

5. Peer and Cross-Age Mentoring 

These arrangements are typically arranged between older and younger students so the younger students can 

benefit from the experience and knowledge of the older ones. Peer mentors need not even come from the same 

school. For example, a middle or high school student can mentor an elementary school student in a properly 

supervised environment. Peer mentorships can also be arranged between similar-aged students if one is more 

advanced in the material than the other. The older / more advanced children gain confidence in the process, 

while tutoring also reinforces the knowledge and skills of the older students. An additional advantage to 

mentoring in the learner-centered classroom is that it takes the pressure off the teacher, freeing their time for 

overseeing and mentoring the PABLs. 

6. Teacher as Facilitator 

In creating a learner-centered classroom, the role of the teacher changes from one of imparting knowledge to 

facilitating an atmosphere of curiosity, discovery, and self-motivation. For example, instead of assigning 

worksheets, practice problems, specific reading passages, or lecturing, teachers focus on designing active, 

engaging learning experiences based on the strengths, interests, and passions of the students.  

Teachers also reach out to other people in the greater community who can bring new perspectives and 

experiences into the classroom. This could include older students (even from other schools) and sometimes 

students of the same age who have already mastered the material. Also, an art teacher may reach out to an 

artist in town, a math teacher to 

someone on the high school math 

team, or a history teacher to the 

director of the local history 

museum.  

To ensure students thrive, teachers 

emphasize responsibility, provide 

structure, give feedback, clearly 

communicate learning goals, and 

create a safe and supportive 

classroom environment through the 

volunteer instructors. This type of 

classroom tends to be more 

enjoyable, less stressful, and more 

rewarding than in the teacher-

centered model. 
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7. Charismatic Leadership / Life Coaches / Role Models/ CMO 
 

ILM includes a special role for charismatic leaders to inspire and motivate everyone in the school. Recruited 

by the principal, this position requires building individual relationships between students, their parents/

guardians, everyone who works in the school, and the greater community. This position is sometimes referred 

to as the Chief Motivational Officer, or CMO. Their job is to be an enthusiastic life coach for students and 

inspire everyone in the school community to develop and maintain a more positive and healthy attitude about 

themselves, their work/studies, and their relationships with others. 

8. Personalized Student Growth Plans 

To get the most from the thousands of hours spent in school, it makes sense to have a well considered 

instructional strategy. All students in ILM schools have a Personalized Student Growth Plan, which is a formal 

holistic plan and process that sets learning goals based on personal and academic interests, as well as the 

completion of grade-level requirements. The student takes an active role in creating this plan along with the 

support of a team of adult mentors that can include teachers, counselors, parents, community members, and the 

CMO. As the student gets older, they will take a larger role in creating the plan.   
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9.  Parental Involvement and Community Engagement 

Including parents and community members in the classroom builds on the concept of PABL and expands the 

schoolôs engagement with the entire community. The passion and knowledge in the community passes on to 

the students, and also builds links between the classroom and the world. Relationships are fostered which can 

create off-campus locations for PABLs such as off-campus swimming pools, tennis courts, bowling alleys, 

pottery studios, music recording studios, TV and radio stations, golf courses, farms, etc. Every teacher acting 

as a subject area specialist is building relationships and recruiting individuals from the community, or from 

within the schools, to lead PABL classes. 

10. The Home and School Partnership  

It is essential to maximize the relationship and support for the child at home. One charismatic leader will facil-

itate and work directly with the home in extending learning and support beyond the childôs school day. The 

facilitator will direct each parent to the Parenting with Dignity program, help set-up a home space for learning, 

and invite parents to participate in school activities where their child is engaged in various ñstudent choiceò 

activities. Parents will also be encouraged to volunteer in the learner-centered personalized instructional model 

in any suitable capacity.  



{ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ /ƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ κ hǇǝƻƴŀƭ tƘŀǎŜ ¢ǿƻ LƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǝƻƴ 

 

11. Extended School Days  
 

Elementary school hours do not align with the typical adult workday, leaving parents and guardians struggling 

to adjust their work schedules or find childcare to fill the gaps. In order to offer this support, ILM schools open 

earlier and close later, perhaps operating from 7:00 a.m. until 6:00 p.m. These earlier and later hours offer 

engaging, supervised activities for any child who shows up at school. Here's an overview of how the school 

day may look: 

 

7:00 a.m. - 9:00 a.m. (Before school support): 

School is open for students to work at independent 

workstations. They would work on their 

personalized academic plan, projects, and/or pursue 

knowledge and interests of their own choosing. For 

younger children, it may mean a camp-like setting 

with games and other organized activities. Students 

may show up at any time during this period. 

 

9:00 a.m. - 3:30 p.m.: This may be the "regular" 

school day where students would be expected to 

attend, and attendance would be taken. 

 

3:30 p.m. - 5:00 p.m. (After school support): These 

hours are similar to the early session, but students 

may leave at any time in compliance with an age-

appropriate school supervision policy. 

 

12. Longer School Year 
 

Adults typically work 260 days a year, yet most schools are open 180 days per year. With ILM, schools are 

urged to remain open 220 days.  

 

As with extended school days, a longer school year is 

easier on parents by reducing childcare burdens. It 

also addresses what is often called the ñsummer slideò 

when students experience a decline in academic 

skills, especially in math, over the long break. More 

time in school also means more opportunities for 

social growth, the pursuit of academic goals, and 

more thorough / less rushed instruction in areas that 

require more time for understanding and mastery.  

 

By using ILM, schools are able to extend the school 

day and the calendar year without increasing budgets.  
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нмǎǘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ /ǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ  

The current public school paradigm is standards-based. There is a hierarchy of subjects, with literacy and 

STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) at the top, the humanities (language, history, geography, 

and social studies), and then near the bottom are the practical disciplines (art, drama, music, design, and 

physical education).  

 

Most other traditional subjects (like home economics and vocational programs such as shop) are rarely taught 

anymore. Even if they are, this still leaves important areas untouched. The Inspired Learner Model (ILM) gives 

schools the opportunity to fill these gaps. By making the acquisition of knowledge and skills more efficient, 

educators have limitless possibilities for students to follow and develop their interests with a far wider range of 

material. 

 

An important benefit of the ILM program is including subjects that extend beyond the standards-based 

curriculum. There are seven additional learning areas that are vitally important. These are the development of 

lifelong habits that lead to happiness, healthy relationships, mental stability, positive community engagement, 

good physical health, career success, and financial prosperity. These topics are included in the project and 

activity-based curriculum. Because of the emphasis on doing rather than passively listening, learning is active, 

engaging, fun, rewarding, and effective.  

 

1. Self-Care 
 

The self-care component of ILM includes 

learning the importance of regular exercise, 

good personal hygiene, getting enough sleep, 

eating a healthy diet, constructively dealing 

with strong emotions, and contributing to a 

functional home environment. Through project 

and activity-based learning, students learn how 

to prepare delicious healthy food, play fun 

games and sports that provide enough exercise, 

practice personal hygiene, do age-appropriate 

first-aid, and constructively deal with feelings 

and emotions such as stress, anger, frustration, 

and grief.  

 

2. Basic Financial Literacy 
 

The development of a childôs understanding of money and economics is developed when they have ñpersonal 

economic experiencesò. (Shug & Birkey,1985). This may include activities like putting their own money in 

their personal savings or investment account, or practicing with pretend money and banks to do the same.  

Financial concepts that are appropriate at the elementary school level, and can be taught in the ILM project and 

activity-based learning paradigm, include counting, side-by-side comparisons, conservation, exchange, value, 

prices, tipping, income, expenses, savings, investment, earned interest, and the importance of living within 

oneôs means. Such concepts augment and reinforce studies in math. Ideally, financial literacy lessons would 

begin in elementary school and extend throughout the student's entire public school career.  
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3. Conflict Resolution Skills 
 

ILM sees conflict resolution skills as foundational to success in school and in life. Students can learn to 

recognize the most common ways people deal with conflict, such as accommodating, compromising, 

collaborating, avoiding and competing, and the pros and cons of each. They can be taught the difference 

between a message sent and a message received, and that what people are trying to communicate is not always 

what is heard. They can learn the difference between a "need" and a "wantò, and how to truly listen to others. 

Students receive experience in practicing and applying different methods of conflict resolution. 

 

4. Visual and Performing Arts 
 

Art, music, dance, photography, sculpture, etc. have been 

minimized and often even eliminated in public schools to give 

more time to core subjects such as literacy, math, and science. 

ILM understands that the arts are inexorably related to the core 

subjects. The arts encourage teamwork and self-discipline, 

promote a deeper understanding of other cultures, bridge 

cultural gaps between students, reach students who are 

alienated or discouraged in school, and even help improve 

students' achievement in other subjects. Children generally love 

classes in the arts because they engage them by learning in 

ways that other subjects simply can't. Creating art on canvas, 

through an instrument, or on a stage demands a student's 

focused engagement. This motivates them to hone their skills 

and requires them to analyze problems and work together.  

 

The self-discipline learned through the study of the arts then carries over to other disciplines, motivating a 

wider range of students in more profound ways. Furthermore, many children learn better when they watch or 

listen to something expressed creatively, versus absorbing information from lectures and textbooks. In this 

way, the arts are also ideally suited for the project-based learning environment of ILM.  

 

5. Educating Children to be Global Citizens 

 

Global Citizen Education (GCE) is a form of learning 

that involves students becoming actively involved in 

progress that relates to global social, political, 

economic, and environmental issues. There are two 

parts to GCE. One is the moral and ethical aspects of 

global issues, and the other is developing the skills to 

constructively address these issues in the real world. 

The goal of GCE is to have students see themselves as 

part of not only their community and country, but also 

as a citizen of the world. A failure to properly prepare 

students for the globalized world they live in is a huge 

detriment to their potential future success. With ILM, 

Global Citizen Education is infused into the learning 

process and the general curriculum whenever it is 

appropriate.  
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6. Learning at Least One Foreign Language 
 

For 94.5% of the world's population, English is not the native 

language. At best, only 25% have an understanding of English 

(ñWhat percentage of the worldò, 2020). In the global 

economy, foreign language acquisition is a vitally important 

skill, yet less than 1% of adults in the US are proficient in a 

foreign language they studied in an American school 

(Friedman, 2015).  

 

Fluency in a foreign language increases cross-cultural 

understanding and tolerance. It increases listening skills, 

memory, and brain function (Wanjek, 2014). Languages open 

doors to art, cuisine, philosophy, and literature, and improve the 

knowledge of one's own language. Learning a foreign language 

before college also opens more doors for studying abroad. 

 

For these reasons and many others, ILM includes foreign language acquisition as part of the curriculum. 

Students are encouraged to study foreign languages through online programs and learn conversation skills and 

cultural understanding as part of their project and activity-based learning.  

 

7. Media and Digital Literacy 
 

ILM is firmly committed to the educational opportunities that computers and the Internet have made possible. 

At the same time, children consume large amounts of information from a variety of media sources in and out 

of the classroom. In ILM, students develop media literacy by thinking critically about the media they are 

consuming, and learn to recognize biases as well as search engine limitations. At appropriate ages, students 

also learn to recognize and report online harassment, avoid plagiarism, make privacy settings,  understand 

digital footprints, and employ strong passwords to protect private information.  
 

 

/ƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΣ wŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ !ŘŀǇǘŀōƭŜ 

 

It is important to understand that ILM is, above all, a learner-centered education model. It was designed to 

replace the destructive Whole Classroom Instructional Model (WCIM) that has been used in public schools for 

over a century. Schools that have implemented only parts of learner-centered models have generally failed to 

transform the student experience of education. For example, many middle and high schools in the United 

States have tinkered with project-based learning within the WCIM model. This approach has not led to student 

empowerment, improved test scores, or other outcomes that were often anticipated or promised.  

 

We believe the best and only way to create an environment in which all students are intrinsically motivated to 

learn is to completely replace the WCIM with a learner-centered personalized instructional model tailored to 

each childôs needs, interests, and skills, as with a model such as ILM. The components of ILM have been used 

for decades in schools around the world, and schools can operate in a multitude of ways within its adaptable 

and resilient framework. Schools that abolish WCIM and commit to becoming a learner-centered personalized 

instruction model should implement as many components as possible. Ideally, every component and curricular 

element should be included, but a school can successfully transform by employing about two-thirds of the 

components.  
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tŜǊǎƻƴƴŜƭ κ .ǳŘƎŜǘ 

The Inspired Learner Model (ILM) is designed to use the same faculty, staff, school buildings, overall budget, 

and infrastructure that are used in traditional public schools. Flexibility is also built into the model so 

adjustments can be made for changing budgets, goals, and individual needs of a specific school or school 

district. Even with an expanded school year and/or longer school days, employees can still work based on their 

existing 180-day contracts. This is done through a collaboration of cohorts within each ILM school to develop 

a personalized work schedule that covers all the days and hours the school is open.  

Itôs the roles and responsibilities of school employees that see the most important changes. Although one can 

expect resistance with changes of peopleôs roles/job descriptions, it must be emphasized that with proper 

orientation and training most staff members will come to see the transformation as a remedy to many of the 

common anxieties, stresses, and other negatives often experienced by educators in public schools.  

Below are descriptions of specific roles in WCIM versus ILM public elementary schools. 

Principal 

In ILM schools, Principals are tasked with the vital role of ensuring that the focus remains on learner-centered 

education, and avoiding any back slip into WCIM. They also oversee the Project and Activity-Based Learning 

(PABL) system, and are responsible for hiring the Chief Motivational Officer (CMO). 

Assistant Principal  

One option in ILM schools, the Assistant Principal acts as liaisons to the greater community, finding 

community members with certain expertise, knowledge, or passions that they can bring into the classrooms.  

Counselors 

In the WCIM schools, counselors are responsible for ensuring that students have access to the necessary 

resources for academic success and social development, and that developmentally challenged students have the 

tools and guidance to participate in the school setting. In ILM schools, counselors also work collaboratively 

with each student and their teachers in creating Personalized Student Growth Plans. These customized plans 

are designed to support each childôs emotional, social, physical, and intellectual needs while motivating them 

down an academic path that will maximize their learning potential and appeal to their passions and interests. 
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Teachers 

Instead of being divided up by the grade they teach, teachers in ILM elementary schools choose specialties and 

concentrate on those. This is similar to teachers in middle and high schools who may focus on math, English, 

music, history, etc. With ILM, teachers are either Project and Activity Coordinators, or Tutoring 

Coordinators.  

To illustrate and describe the teacher roles in an ILM school, the chart below shows an example of teacher roles 

in a ñbeforeò WCIM school and an ñafterò ILM school. This imaginary elementary school has 308 students. In a 

typical WCIM K-5 public elementary school with 308 students, each grade would likely have two or three 

homeroom teachers for each grade. For the sake of this example, the sample school has 14 teachers, or an 

average of one teacher for every 22 students. Note that Project and Activity Coordinators are indicated with one 

asterisk (*) and Tutoring Coordinators with two (**). 

 

Sample WCIM School      Sample Learner-centered School 

Kindergarten - 3 teachers      Music * - 2 teachers 

1st Grade - 3 teachers       Technology * - 2 teachers 

2nd grade - 2 teachers      Sports & Recreation * - 2 teachers 

3rd Grade - 2 teachers      Visual & Performing Arts * - 1 teacher 

4th Grade - 2 teachers      Science * - 2 teachers 

5th Grade - 2 teachers      Foreign Languages * - 1 teacher 

Remedial Math -  1 teacher, 2 paraprofessional   Reading Tutoring Center ** - 2 teachers 

Remedial Reading - 1 teacher, 2 paraprofessionals   Writing/Speaking Tutoring Center ** - 2 teachers 

Special Education - 1 teacher, 3 paraprofessionals   Math Tutoring Center ** - 2 teachers 

Musicð1 teacher       Assessment Center - 2 teachers 

Physical Education - 1 teacher     Special Education - 1 teacher, 2 paraprofessional 

Technology - 1 teacher      Cohort Advisor (oversees online work stations) - 1 teacher 

Librarian - 1 classified      Librarian * - 1 classified 

 Clubs & Games * - 1 classified 

 Citizenship (local to global) * - 2 classified 

 Home & Beyond Skills * - 2 classified 

TOTAL        TOTAL 

20 Teachers (Certified)      20 teachers (Certified) 

8 Paraprofessionals / Classified     8 Paraprofessionals / Classified 
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Monitors 

In WCIM schools, monitors are almost always parents tasked with providing supervision during recess. In 

ILM schools, the new model, monitors would also be used for supervision within the school helping to 

supervise in the learning centers and PABL classrooms. 

Custodians 

In WCIM schools, custodians work without support to clean the 

school, basic maintenance, and grounds upkeep. In ILM 

schools, custodians are still responsible for and oversee these 

tasks, but also receive help from students. This helps teach 

responsibility and life skills to the children and helps them see 

the amount of work that goes into cleaning and maintaining the 

school building and grounds. This also helps break down ideas 

that certain work is ñaboveò or ñbelowò someone based on 

class and other factors. In fact, many schools in Japan donôt 

have any cleaning staff and the students are responsible for 

most janitorial and groundskeeping tasks. 

 Secretaries 

Where appropriate, ILM school students assist secretaries with certain tasks to give them a work ethic, an 

appreciation of the work being done, and more connectedness with these important people whose work is often 

unnoticed or undervalued. 

 Food Service Workers 

Where appropriate, ILM schools students assist food service workers with snack and meal preparation. Once 

again, this provides an opportunity for children to develop a work ethic, gain an appreciation of the work that 

goes into providing food in an institutional setting, and a real connection to the workers.  

 

hƴōƻŀǊŘƛƴƎΣ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ {ǘŀȅƛƴƎ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

Transitioning from WCIM to ILM will present some challenges for educators. Since most teachers had a 

WCIM education, were taught WCIM in college, and have only taught in WCIM schools, educators are likely 

to see WCIM as the way education is supposed to look. Here is one possible 8-step option for engaging 

educators with ILM.  

Step 1 

Educators need to be inspired before they will have the inner motivation to WANT to switch from a teacher-

centered WCIM to a learner-centered personalized instructional model. Watching inspirational videos of 

learner-centered schools is a good first step. There are many videos to choose from, and a list is included in 

Appendix E or by visiting CenterForInspiredLearning.org/Videos. This introduction to learner-centered 

education allows people to process the information at their own pace. This may be the first time some 

educators have considered a new approach to structuring a class or a school.  
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https://www.centerforinspiredlearning.org/videos.html


Step 2 
 

A series of facilitated small-group discussions about the content of the videos may be helpful for listening to 

concerns, fears, hopes, desires, criticisms, etc. The discussion leader should be a trained facilitator who is 

familiar with learner-centered education modalities. This is not the time for convincing anyone of anything.  

 

Step 3 
 

Following this gentle introduction to learner-centered education, it may be good to follow-up with a more 

detailed but low-key two to three hour introduction to ILM. In this workshop, educators learn the fundamentals 

of ILM, including the components, curriculum, and other aspects discussed in this paper. There should be an 

emphasis on how the model works to inspire children to be motivated learners, and how it removes many 

stresses and pressures from teachers.  

 

Step 4 
 

A more intensive series of three or four half-day ILM training sessions allow educators to take a deeper dive 

into the concepts of the model. The critique of WCIM is more pronounced here, as its teacher-centered 

methods are compared to learner-centered methods.  An important part of this is role-playing the parts of 

students and teachers in the project and activity-based classrooms. The goal is for the educator to become 

excited about transitioning from a WCIM model to an ILM school.  

 

Step 5  
 

Within two weeks another facilitated listening session is held in which participants again convey their 

concerns, fears, hopes, desires, criticisms, etc. about what they have learned about ILM and the critique of 

WCIM.  

 

Step 6 
 

Ideally, educators should visit other learner-centered schools as guests or as short-term apprentices to see the 

ILM model in action. Working one-on-one with other ILM teachers is ideal. Other options may include 

working with a Montessori or other school using a learner-centered approach.  

 

Step 7 
 

Immediately after adoption, and for the first several months, teachers and staff are observed on a regular basis 

by someone with experience in an ILM environment, and debriefed at least once per week. Thereafter the 

observations and debriefs are scaled back and occur monthly. Subsequently, observations are more sporadic 

based on how comfortable the teachers are feeling and performing in their ILM roles, and how much support 

the principal feels is needed.  

 

Step 8 
 

At least once per year ILM teachers should attend an ILM conference to receive news about the latest 

techniques, research findings, and best practices from the learner-centered and ILM world.  
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hǾŜǊŎƻƳƛƴƎ hōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ǘƻ LƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǝƻƴ 

Implementation of the Inspired Learner Model (ILM) requires buy-in from a variety of public school 

stakeholders including: students, parents, teachers, administrators, school board members, and the community 

at large. Building support among these populations is paramount. 

 

Unfortunately, resistance to changing the WCIM model is built into the bureaucracy that manages it. School 

boards and administrations are focused on budgets, test scores, labor relations, and satisfying a wide range of 

government mandates.  

 

Building grassroots teacher and community support are vitally important to the process of transitioning a local 

school or school district from WCIM to ILM. The last thing school boards and administrators want or need is 

parents feeling their children are guinea pigs in some educational experiment, or teachers feeling that ILM is 

yet another reform being imposed from above that will make their job even more difficult and frustrating.  

Effectively approaching parents and teachers at the very beginning of the process may well determine the 

eventual success or failure of the endeavor. If parents and teachers can become advocates for ILM, they will 

know how and where to apply encouragement to bring others on board. They must see that ILM is in the best 

interests of the children. Sharing the videos in Appendix E is a good way to start the conversation. The videos 

are also available by visiting CenterForInspiredLearning.org/Videos. 

 

Sometimes resistance to change is based on a lack of knowledge. Visits to existing learner-centered 

classrooms and schools can begin the process of addressing doubts, as well as providing first-hand knowledge 

about the value of establishing a learner-centered educational environment.  

 

Teachers will need to bring union leadership on board so contracts can allow flexibility within the ILM school. 

Certified and classified unions are powerful political entities, so having them as allies rather than opponents of 

learner-centered education is important. To do this, teachers will need to show the many ways such an 

environment benefits teachers, and especially how ILM reduces the workload and stress of their important 

professional responsibilities.  

 

L[a ŀƴŘ /ƻǾƛŘ-мф 
The Covid-19 pandemic kept children out of classrooms for extended periods of time. No one knows when 

another event may make in-person instruction difficult again. The Inspired Learner Model (ILM) is far better 

suited than the Whole Classroom Instructional Model (WCIM) for such situations. Now that so many teachers 

and students have adapted to remote learning, this may be the opportune time to transition to a learner-

centered model.  

 

During the pandemic, teachers and parents around the world struggled to keep elementary school-age children 

engaged in the learning process without the structure offered by a teacher in the classroom. The primary 

benefit of ILM is that the model intrinsically motivates children to WANT to learn without the need of a 

teacher constantly urging or coercing them.  

 

Project and Activity-Based Learning (PABL) engages children no matter where they are. Many teachers relied 

more heavily on students doing projects and activities at home to keep learning alive during the pandemic.  

Finally, online learning is integral to ILM. If this component of ILM had been in place before the pandemic, 

the structure and habit of online learning would already be an effective procedure, making the transition to at-

home online learning much easier.  
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/ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

The Center for Inspired Learning (CFIL) is a Bellingham, Washington-based 501(c)3 nonprofit organization 

dedicated to providing the blueprint, tools, inspiration, and leadership to replace the Whole Classroom 

Instructional Model (WCIM) with the learner-centered Inspired Learner Model (ILM).  

The founders of CFIL are current and former public school educators and administrators who have spent the 

past ten years searching for, researching, studying, and observing approaches to education that offer the most 

promise in solving the massive challenges our public schools face.  The components and curriculum of ILM 

proposed in this concept paper are the results of this inquiry.  

Various aspects of the model and curriculum have been implemented in schools across the country and around 

the world, many times with amazing results. Other times, the "reforms" have fallen short.  There are two main 

reasons why the changes have not always worked out as hoped. The first is that they are often only 

implemented at the middle or high school level where it is far more challenging for students to get out of their 

established habits in the traditional system. The second reason forward-thinking changes to schools can fall 

short is that WCIM cannot be reformed - it needs to be replaced. One or two innovations are woefully 

inadequate. CFIL advocates implementing most, if not all, of the components and curriculum changes. They 

work together like pieces of a puzzle, creating a holistic approach to schooling.  

CFIL is currently in the process of finding one elementary school that is willing to commit to completely 

modernizing their education model and curriculum with most or all of the components and curriculum of ILM.  

Once the first school is transformed, it will serve as a model for others. This will also be an opportunity to fine

-tune the ILM model so implementation is easier for each successive school that updates and modernizes their 

school model and curriculum.   

Once the model starts spreading, CFIL will hire and train consultants who will work with schools and school 

districts to successfully implement the changes. Until that time, the Found Director Matt Beck and Executive 

Director Stephen Trinkaus are available now to guide schools transitioning from WCIM to ILM.  

More information about CFIL can be found at CenterForInspiredLearning.org.    
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/ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

In its simplest terms, the Whole Classroom Instructional Model (WCIM) is the attempt to teach everyone in 

the room (the ñwhole classroomò) the same material, at the same time, and at the same pace. Although this is 

the education model used in the vast majority of schools, it is far from the only way to educate children. If the 

goal is for children to grow up to be confident, self-reliant, creative, problem-solving, kind, happy, engaged 

citizens, itôs probably one of the least effective and potentially damaging strategies one could employ. The 

Inspired Learner Model (ILM) was designed as an alternative to WCIM that can achieve these goals.  

ILM can operate in US public elementary schools without increasing school budgets, remodeling schools, or 

any reductions or increase to staffing levels. Through components such as Project and Activity Based 

Learning, Peer-to-Peer Mentoring, Online Learning, Personalized Student Growth Plans, and a curriculum 

designed to truly prepare students for life in the 21st century, ILM can provide every child with the advantages 

of learner-centered education. Such advantages should not be reserved just for those with money whose 

parents can afford private school tuition, or who are fortunate to live where there is an experimental public or 

charter school.  

To truly offer the best to children, ILM or other learner-centered models should be the norm, not the exception 

in public schools. It should start on the very first day a child attends school when everything is new so that 

they may learn the norms of a learner-centered environment instead of being socialized into the rigidity of a 

teacher-centered WCIM model.  

Creating such a change in the US public education system is a big job, but in putting the scale of the project 

into perspective, it is important to realize that Americans have already overcome the biggest obstacles. Schools 

have already been built in every community, and are already staffed with compassionate, educated people who 

want to make a difference in the lives of children. The system has adapted to include everyone, regardless of 

race, creed, income, disability, etc. Mechanisms are already in place to pay for public schools. Changing the 

model of  HOW children are taught, in the schools weôve already built, in the school systems we already pay 

for, should be the easy part.  

Imagine . . .  

¶ Schools where every student gets to explore their own interests and passions and is 

motivated to learn even the subjects that may otherwise bore them in a teacher-

centered classroom.  

¶ A community where a Chief Motivational Officer inspires everyone to do better, be 

better, and become a class act.  

¶ An institution that makes parenting easier because children learn the skills to help out 

at home and have a school schedule that compliments a typical adult workday.  

¶ Schools, where teachers feel appreciated, have more joy in their days, and few leave 

the profession. 

¶ A world where children learned from an early age to be good stewards of the planet, 

productive citizens of their community, and to be happy.  

¶ Doing all of this with existing education infrastructure, staffing, and budgets.  

That is the vision of ILM.  We are ready to begin! 
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9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ 

Calling for the implementation of a fundamentally different model for public education is a significant 

departure from the usual appeals to make modest reforms to the existing system. Recognizing the truth in the 

saying that ñextraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence,ò it is important to state from the get-go that 

there has been a substantial amount of academic inquiry into both the shortcomings of the current model and 

the benefits of learner-centered models.  

For those interested in diving deeper into some of the foundational research and conclusions of such inquiries, 

we recommend the paper Evidence for Student-Centered Learning by Krista Kaput, from the nonprofit 

organization Education Evolving. 

Chart:  EducationEvolving.org 
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