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The Case for Innovation in 
Education

ErIC PETErson, Head of School, St. George’s School
Tom Callahan, Director, Merck-Horton Center for 
Teaching and Learning, St. George’s School

Independent schools have a long and well-documented history of 
evolving to meet the needs of society. In fact, the first schools estab-
lished in colonial America were private schools. By the beginning of 
the 18th century, as the need for an educated populace grew, gram-
mar schools had begun to offer a broader range of subject offer-
ings. Through the industrial revolution and the urbanization of the 
American population, education became ever more vital to prog-
ress; American states slowly signed compulsory education into law. 

In order to effectively teach a growing population, many 
schools chose to adopt a traditional, Prussian-style educational 
model which had been followed around the globe in some form 
or another since the mid-1700’s. Cost-effective and efficient, the 
model placed a premium on obedience and order. It was also char-
acterized by a depersonalized and hierarchical style: the student was 
molded to the system, and expected to follow along with the estab-
lished uniform pacing and lessons. Individual skills and creativity 
took a backseat to standardization and consistency of content and 
pacing. Visiting schools today, it is apparent that the vestiges of that 
model still exist despite the extraordinary changes in the world in 
the last 250 years. 

Beyond obedience and order
Over that time, the needs of society have changed and educa-
tional philosophies have followed. Today, the primary goal of 
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an in-house center that would support the process of programmatic 
evolution. In his words, “We have to change because we have a new 
breed of students. They have instant access to multiple resources 
and their attention is diverted by highly diverting attractions. They 
are different from preceding generations of learners. They learn dif-
ferently. Traditional classroom practices may not serve them well.” 
To date, our efforts to fulfill his vision have included the following 
range of initiatives:

•  A library that contains the best journals in the field of teach-
ing and learning, especially in instructional technology, mind 
and brain, and experimental pedagogy;

•  A sustained, reciprocal working relationship with universities 
engaged in research on educational effectiveness;

•  An information program that keeps faculty and administra-
tion informed of advances in pedagogy and IT;

•  A regular schedule of visitors who speak to students, faculty, 
administrators and others about teaching and learning;

•  Experimental approaches to teaching and learning, espe-
cially interactive technologies, and assessment of results and 
impact; and

•  Contribution to journals and speaking at professional meet-
ings and other schools.

These initiatives and shifts represent a sea change for our 
fairly traditional school. With that in mind, our approach was 
to create opportunities for faculty to opt into rather than force-
fully impose a change process that might feel radical to them. 
This has allowed change to happen meaningfully, if somewhat 
slowly, at least at first. Our hypothesis was that if the change is 
authentic and we can demonstrate benefits to students and the 
faculty, then the trajectory of the cultural shift would be expo-
nential in shape. 

education is no longer limited to obedience. Instead, we rec-
ognize that we need our students and graduates to be problem 
solvers who think creatively and explore the limits of possi-
bilities. Schools have begun to recognize that curricula must 
evolve continuously, and that technology and the information 
access it provides can help facilitate higher levels of compe-
tence for more students. 

While we have learned that laptops and iPads by themselves 
do not make for better learning, the use of those devices in con-
junction with new pedagogies and loosened time constraints can 
make a meaningful difference. Additionally, the advent of facili-
ties like fabrication laboratories (FabLabs), innovation labs, and 
makerspaces in schools reflects the documented and emerging 
needs of an educated citizen-
ry in the 21st century. Today, 
in addition to mastering core 
knowledge, students are taught 
to be entrepreneurs, to solve 
real-world problems and to become resilient seekers of solutions 
to problems that may not yet exist. Indeed, many of the profes-
sions our current students will follow and jobs they will hold do 
not yet exist. At the same time, since schools and their missions 
are inextricably linked to the accumulated wisdom and learning 
of the ages, there exists a counterweighted need to preserve the 
best educational traditions in literature, language, mathemat-
ics and science while still providing additional opportunities to 
acquire 21st-century skills. Reconciling this tension between past 
and future is where our efforts to manage change have been most 
productive and successful.

a sea Change in Teaching
To help us facilitate change while balancing a respect for our 
traditions, an alumnus provided our school with a grant to create 

We have to change 
because we have a new 

breed of students.
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is our belief that the difficulties students were experiencing under 
the program as it previously existed were not a result of the cur-
riculum, but within the context of the curriculum. Therefore, we 
shifted away from content-based tutoring to learning skills acqui-
sition, with the goal of self-sufficiency in time for the transition 
to college. We are pleased that this shift has resulted in an overall 
cost savings to our families and markedly stronger self-sufficiency 
for our students without hampering their mastery of content or 
of the curriculum. 

Faculty Epiphanies
Maintaining a center for teaching and learning is a complex and 
expensive enterprise, but two anecdotal examples demonstrate the 
value that has been created for our students. In the first case, after 
nearly forty years in the profession, a biology teacher has completely 
re-energized his students and himself by working with the Center 
to improve their level of engagement with the subject matter. In 
the second case, a twenty-year veteran teacher of French was able 
to profoundly change the learning experience for her students and 
raise the level of achievement in her classes.

By his own description, the biology teacher was in the twilight 
of his career and he felt every bit of it. One afternoon, while vol-
unteering in our used bookstore he noticed a textbook from his 
advanced bio class, and he reflexively picked it up. As he opened 
it, he noticed the crackling sound of the spine of a new book being 
opened and realized that the pages were entirely unmarked. Curi-
ous, he asked his students the next day how a seemingly brand new 
book could have ended up in the used bookstore. He was aston-
ished to hear the students tell him that the book was not really 
necessary in his course because he covered the material in such 
detail in class. This epiphany led the veteran teacher to rethink 
his advanced biology curriculum and to pursue information about 
student-centered teaching, independent initiative, and agency for 

a Teaching and learning Center
Since its genesis in July 2009, the Merck-Horton Center has cre-
ated myriad opportunities for faculty, with focus on maximizing 
effective learning for our students; some have proven successful and 
cost-effective, others less so. For example, as in higher education, 
teachers are encouraged to apply for innovation grants to work on 
their teaching or curricula over a summer in ways that a teacher 
would not normally be expected to do. Support is available to help 
with challenging situations in class, or with problem solving out-
side of class time. Faculty study groups form to read and discuss 
books together, and scholars from graduate schools of education 
frequently visit campus to work with faculty. Funding is available 
for attendance at conferences, support for unique student initia-
tives, and opportunities for faculty members to stretch their limits 
by engaging with new topics and practices. Scholarly research with 
our university partners is conducted on campus and has resulted in 
four publications in international journals and newsletters. Topics 
have included our research on moving to a later start time of the 
school day, understanding the nature and levels of student engage-
ment, and cultivating a growth mindset in the community.

We have presented our model and perspective on learning to 
a number of domestic schools, as well as to educators from Ice-
land and Shanghai, China. Since 2012, several of our teachers have 
presented their innovative classroom practices to other faculty in 
a symposium we created with two other New England boarding 
schools. As the work of the Center has become more established 
and better known, curiosity has spread and we have begun consult-
ing with and supporting other schools in the early stages of creating 
their own centers, models and initiatives.

As is common among schools, we offer students academic sup-
port through our instructional services program. That program was 
recently retooled to focus on the larger needs of the learner, not just 
tutorial support for the current assignment or upcoming exam. It 
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For one student, this was a significant life event. No longer did 
she view her ability as inferior. This in turn gave her confidence, 
and she began to excel in other areas of her academic program 
and school life. Today, the previously experimental approach has 
grown to include a full section using a mastery model, and the 
teacher feels strongly that she could never go back to standard-
ized, batch instruction in which only a portion of the class has the 
best opportunity to succeed. 

Disruptive Innovation
This change to provide access to a previously underserved por-
tion of the student body can be viewed as what Harvard Business 
School’s Clayton Christensen has termed “disruptive innovation.” 
In our work to build a culture of innovation and a growth mind-
set, the large lesson is that disruptive innovation can be a key 
ingredient for changes that allow new ideas to blend successfully 
with academic traditions. Schools may invest in their own version 
of an iLab or center for learning to foster these changes, or they 
can create them in some other form that allows new solutions to 
be developed in a manner that makes sense to their community. 
Regardless, with the development of these centers and labs around 
the country, various models are readily available and, in our experi-
ence, schools are happy to collaborate and eager to share their find-
ings. In the end, our work with intentional and focused innovation 
broadly, and the Merck-Horton Center in particular, has provided 
a functioning and evolving model of the many ways in which 
educational programs can and must continue to evolve in order 
to best serve 21st-century students and society.

Eric Peterson is Head of School at St. George’s School, a 9th through 12th 
grade boarding school in Middletown, Rhode Island. Dr. Tom Callahan is 
Director of the school’s Merck-Horton Center for Teaching and Learning.

learning. Using a summer innovation grant, he developed a new 
pedagogy that combined technology with elements of solid educa-
tional research on student engagement. After three years of using 
this different approach, he has found that the students are more 
engaged, they move through the curriculum more efficiently, and 
they are taking greater ownership of their own learning. For his 
part, the shift in approach has reignited his enthusiasm for teach-
ing and for his subject. In short, the changes produced a win on all 
fronts for the students and the teacher alike.

The twenty-year veteran head of our French department 
asked for assistance in resolving the challenge of a significant 
number of students seeking extra help outside of class. She and 
her colleagues were happy to assist them, but the number of stu-
dents needing additional support seemed excessive. After sev-
eral classroom observations and consultations, there appeared 
to be no significant problem with the instructional model. The 
next step was to review the academic files of the students seek-
ing assistance. Again, there were no significant warning signs in 
their academic histories. Based on the learning profile of many of 
our students, we hypothesized that the major difference for those 
students was the rate at which they learned. Consequently, the 
teacher agreed with some reluctance to implement a pilot study 
of a self-paced, mastery-based learning model for one chapter of 
the text. Pre-test and post-test measures of academic self-efficacy, 
confidence, motivation and positive anticipation were conducted, 
along with formative assessments of the process with the students. 
The results revealed that the pedagogical change had no nega-
tive effect on the performance of any student. Further, the posi-
tive effect for previously low-performing students was profound. 
Not only were all students keeping up within a reasonable range 
of progress, their level of mastery of material improved, their 
grades were consistently higher, confidence increased and tension 
in the room decreased; parents and students alike were thrilled. 
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