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There is broad agreement among business and thought leaders that the ability to promote and sustain innovative capacity is the most important differentiator for businesses and other organizations to thrive in today's global  creative economy.   This point is made in just about every recent business study, including IBM's 2010 Global  CEO Survey, and in popular books by authors including Tom Friedman and Daniel Pink.  In earlier, more stable economies, a few entrepreneurs provided all the innovation needed, and competition was based largely on scale, resources, and strong execution.   Today business must capitalize on the complexity of constant change driven by the ever growing global array of capable competitors, so that only those companies that are shaping the future by constantly innovating will thrive.  For that reason, success increasingly depends upon all high school and college graduates and employees contributing to innovation and creativity.  The challenge has been how to teach innovation and innovative leadership within a public education system where the workforce preparation, curriculum resources (textbooks), pedagogy, testing, scheduling, staffing, and organization are all designed to give students predetermined "right answers" and "proven techniques" appropriate for a very different age.   To make matters worse,  that same school environment is failing to teach an increasing number of kids even basic subjects and skills in a world where information has become a commodity and many students perceive no value from their schoolwork.  
This document describes a unique strategy and program developed by Charter Partners Institute (CPI) in partnership with Lincoln Leadership Academy Charter School (LLACS) that fully incorporates the important innovation and leadership skills and will also contribute to the broader education issues.  We believe that this strategy, combined with practices already developed by LLACS, can transform public education for the demands and opportunities of the 21st Century.  The new developments in the strategy are based around CPI's success in teaching the creative side of entrepreneurship, traditionally the source of most business innovation,  to high school students primarily within the context of its one-week eVenture program.  The CPI lessons are being adapted and piloted at Lincoln Leadership Academy to develop and scale a new learning paradigm that can engage even difficult-to-reach student populations to drive more mastery of traditional subjects while imparting innovative leadership skills.

History

CPI's activities in this arena can be traced back more than 18 years when our founder, Todd Welch, initiated a unique entrepreneurship program at Warren Hills Regional High School in Washington, New Jersey.  Todd felt there were students who, like him, did not do well in the traditional academic environment, and he wanted to create an alternative for them based on hands-on entrepreneurship.  Starting as a small after-school program, this initiative called Wings has become a popular course that attracts as much as one third of the student population who learn by operating six businesses at the school.  The important point is that Todd, as a entrepreneur, felt that entrepreneurship is about hands-on  development of creative solutions that change the world rather than studying about or planning a small business.  Todd pushed the students to take charge of their learning and to create something new and different based on what they loved.  Todd later tried to start similar efforts in other schools but, finding resistance at every turn, shifted to focus on a one week summer program called eVenture based on his student-directed, find-a-better-way approach.  

CPI's Executive Director, Mark Lang, spent almost 20 years shaping and leading the Ben Franklin Partnership Center in Bethlehem, PA, one of the earliest and most celebrated state economic development programs to focus on indigenous entrepreneurial development.  In doing this Mark assisted several hundred entrepreneurs to start businesses, and he played a key role in developing the entrepreneurial assistance methodology that has been adopted by similar programs and centers throughout the U.S. and the world.  However, by the 1990's Mark noticed that, with changes in the global economy, even Ben Franklin's  celebrated assistance approach was not doing enough to change the business culture for success in the 21st Century.  In particular, Mark determined that there are not enough natural entrepreneurs to drive the level of business innovation now required for economies to thrive.  The problem is how to foster the entrepreneurial mindset more broadly within both the next generation and the established business culture.  This is largely an education issue.  

Mark was invited to join the board of CPI.  He recognized a lot of what is needed today within Todd's intuitive approach to teaching the creative side of entrepreneurship, which is markedly different than teaching formal aspects of small business development that dominate virtually every other entrepreneurship curriculum.   This led Mark to join forces with Todd in 2008 to grow and mature his activities.  Fortuitously, Mark had already spent considerable effort reviewing his experience to more fully understand how entrepreneurs work their magic.  In particular, he determined that the most successful entrepreneurs do not build their businesses through a business planning exercise.  Instead, they follow a non-linear, more intuitive approach (see below) that comes naturally to them but can be "taught" when it is understood.  This experience  helped Mark to strengthen eVenture with more complete learning about the innovative development process that Todd had started intuitively.  When comparing the impact of eVenture on students to more conventional entrepreneurship courses that Mark had taught earlier, Mark has found that with the new approach: 

1. students learn more about the business of entrepreneurship on the back end (when they need it);

2. students gain advanced skills important for 21st Century competition and collaboration, including innovation and related leadership skills; and

3. the creative approach does more to spark the latent entrepreneurial drive within students.

After experiencing the transformational impact on students of all backgrounds and skill levels at subsequent eVenture programs, Mark and other CPI board members started searching for an opportunity to apply this increasingly robust approach to teaching innovation and 21st Century leadership within the mainstream education community.

Lincoln Leadership Academy Charter School was founded in 2009 by CEO Sandra Figueroa-Torres.  Sandra is an educator with more than 20 years of experience both as a teacher and administrator.  Throughout her history as a leader in her field, her schools have posted educational gains and improved parent relationships in difficult urban environments ranging from the South Bronx to Allentown, in both public and private schools that serve children living in poverty.  As an "educational entrepreneur," Sandra developed a vision and mission to create a school that employs a holistic approach to educating students while meeting the needs of students, families, and their communities.  She wanted to change the waste that she sees in difficult urban environments and prepare students not just to pass exams but to become outstanding leaders and citizens for the 21st Century.  After many years of reflecting about best educational practices and working for change, Sandra concluded that her vision was not attainable in existing public and even private school environments.   She decided to start a new charter school where she would have the freedom to execute her vision.  It took a lot of determination and heroic effort to start a school, respond to the unique challenges of the constituency, and create the proper organizational culture.  However, Sandra and her team successfully launched and grew a school where traditionally underserved kids from difficult urban environments are provided an opportunity to excel in a safe environment that builds on  a core set of values and high expectations for all students.  The one area she had not been able to fully develop concerns what new education requirements are imposed by today's dynamic global economy and what is different about preparing leaders and graduates for the 21st Century that was not as critical in past ages.  
After working together on some extra-curricular activities, both organizations perceived something unique in the student-directed process developed by CPI that mimics the non-linear, intuitive process practiced by creative entrepreneurs (think Steve Jobs) rather than traditional structured processes that dominate management and education.   Because this learning approach is highly engaging and transformational for students, including those who lack motivation to better themselves, they recognized it can serve as the guide for a new way of providing education that reaches many more students and fully prepares them to be leaders in the 21st Century―the mission of Lincoln Leadership Academy.  This led to the partnership outlined in this paper. 
Differentiation
What differentiates the CPI/eVenture approach from other entrepreneurship education programs is the focus on innovation and related skills that shape leadership for the 21st Century and the incorporation of entrepreneurial innovation to take students to another level of learning.  This is a much bigger change than might be perceived, as we have attempted to show in Figure 1.  The upper part of the figure represents the traditional business development process that will be familiar to any business leader and is also representative of the traditional structured education process.  It is linear, objective, predictable, and focused on minimizing risk.  This makes it useful in situations of incremental improvement where the constraints and needs are relatively well known.  The assumption has been that creative entrepreneurs follow the same process―they are simply more creative on the front end, as represented by the add-on in the top diagram.  However, Mark discovered in working with many different entrepreneurs that the successful ones followed an entirely different process represented in the bottom of the figure.  This process is inherently non-linear, unpredictable, and iterative; it shuns detailed formal plans in favor of conducting intelligent trials and learning from failure.  

	[image: image1.jpg]




	Traditional Business Development Process
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	Innovative Business Development Process

	Figure 1:  Graphical comparison of the innovative business development process with the traditional business development process.  


CPI has demonstrated that the innovative process as outlined here can be taught, or, perhaps more precisely, can be learned.  Students develop an understanding of themselves through the self-directed process.  They gain self confidence and the skills to identify and initiate opportunity without direction, communicate the essence effectively, co‑create better solutions with collaboration, leverage human diversity, act in the face of ambiguity, learn from failure, and rapidly adapt toward a practical solution.  These skills constitute the core that are needed for leadership in the 21st Century.  The pilot with Lincoln Leadership Academy incorporates these skills and all the other new 21st Century skills in the Partnership for 21st Century Skills framework (www.p21.org), as well as related Pennsylvania standards, into the core curriculum at LLACS.   The differentiation in learning thus comes not in finding more creative ways to teach business planning but in teaching the completely different innovation process and related leadership skills.  This learning provides the context for students to apply and master the more traditional academic subjects that are also important.  

For context, we are pleased to note that a few others have begun to study and apply similar lessons about the entrepreneurial innovation process.  The writings of Silicon Valley entrepreneurs turned educators Steve Blank and Randy Komisar come to mind (including Steve's courses at  Stanford).  In addition, the work of a small group of academics grouped as the Society for Effectual Action is also completely consistent.  This latter group seems to have begun as a result of the Ph.D. thesis of Saras Sarasvathy, now at the University of Virginia Darden School.  However, as was made clear at the November 2011 Future of Entrepreneurship Education Summit in Washington, D.C., most of the mainline education organizations connected to K12, as well as leading universities (at least major universities), are still teaching entrepreneurship as a business planning effort and certainly are not addressing innovative leadership.   
While the traditional approach provides value for students with an interest in business,  it misses the more critical, universally applicable aspect of entrepreneurship:  the entrepreneurial spirit for innovation.  This situation makes our task more difficult because traditional education is not yet asking for what we are offering.  We have the added burden of evangelizing about what is needed in addition to our innovative solution.  Nevertheless, based on the remarkable success of the eVenture program, we believe that the accomplishments of the students in the pilot will be so compelling  that they change perspectives about what is possible.  
Learning Approach
As might be expected from what has been said, the innovation process and related 21st Century skills cannot be taught in any conventional fashion.  They require a hands-on, student-directed process that gets students in touch with aspects of their thinking and learning that have long been suppressed by traditional education and society, and helps the students master the process through guided practice.  The learning approach starts by being student-directed and inquiry-based, essentially a form of project based learning (PBL).  Project based learning has been studied fairly extensively by education researchers and proven to be a more effective way to teach more advanced skills and topics.  Students are presented with a question or problem, and they take responsibility for determining how to find or develop an answer.  But this is only the beginning.  
CPI adds several dimensions that we have found to be necessary for students to make the transformation.   The first is collaboration within teams chosen by the students.  Students working in teams learn a lot about themselves and their working styles, as well as lessons about working with others.  More important, students learn to form the right teams and to leverage them to co-create better solutions (a process where team members build on each others' ideas until they have a result that is better than any of them could have done on their own).  
A second added learning dimension is passion and motivation.  Students chose their own issue based on what kindles their passions (either really bothers them or really interests them) within broad criteria.   Students must take responsibility for the learning and be learning for themselves rather than for a teacher or parent or grade.  Further, our experience suggests that intrinsic motivation is a requirement for students to engage the deeper thinking processes, ambiguity, and risks associated with innovation.  It is the need to solve the problem rather than extrinsic rewards that identifies the entrepreneur mindset.  
The final, critically important dimension is innovation, e.g. doing something in a new and different manner that is better than existing alternatives.   We have found that students step up to another level of learning and mental engagement when they are guided to come up with novel approaches.  At the same time, this will not happen without the right environment and support.  Students must learn to deal with the uncertainty and ambiguity that is part of finding innovative solutions.  We create a learning situation where students develop confidence to push boundaries; they learn to formulate action when the path is not clear; they learn to identify unproven aspects of their ideas, test them in a rapid, low cost manner, and learn from the inevitable mistakes.   

The crux of the learning process is guiding students to follow the innovative development process diagramed earlier.  This is particularly difficult for students who have learned how to get ahead in school by figuring out what the teacher wants and giving it back.  It represents a transformation in perspective and thinking: students must learn to own their educational and entrepreneurial experience, and teacher success should be measured in part by the initiative their students generate.   This learning process is both scary and frustrating, so students will not stick with it unless they are personally driven to do so, which is the reason for passion.  The process cannot be explained with any kind of narrative.  It must be experienced.  Each student and class will approach this transformation along a different path, so the teacher must learn to read and respond to the actual group and often to different students in different ways.  We create an environment that makes students comfortable to take the risks for the first time.  Once they traverse the difficult stages to develop a novel solution, they experience the unique satisfaction of being part of something greater than themselves.  That experience and intrinsic reward makes it much easier to do the next time.  Further practice reinforces the learning.  
Most of CPI's experience has been with high school students, who are mature enough to tackle significant problems and develop their own innovative solutions when properly prepared and guided.   Our initial pilot at Lincoln Leadership Academy takes full advantage of that experience by focusing on all 11th graders at the school.  However, our combined team believes that all aspects of the process can be translated into learning experiences effective in earlier grades, even elementary school age.  We are already talking about different options, and we expect to include such activity in later years of our development partnership.  

Challenges
This effort is extremely challenging because it must adapt a very unconventional learning approach to a traditional school environment and workforce.  For example, we must live within the constraints of fixed length class periods.  Also, our students must float between our creative, student-driven pedagogy and more conventional pedagogies and testing in the other subjects they will have before and after our course period (until the new pedagogy penetrates the entire learning experience).  This leads us to consider technology tools to facilitate collaboration and project management within and outside class time, taking account that low income students will not have access to computers outside the school.  Second, we must insure that all students are engaged, not just a few with a special interest.  For students who have not been taught to believe in their ability to learn and perform (common in the urban population), that may mean creating opportunities for shorter term, less complex projects to develop confidence before engaging the major project on which this initiative is based.  
Next, and perhaps most challenging, we recognize a critical need to develop a complete learning toolkit (curriculum resources, tools, professional development activities, and support systems).  This toolkit must support educators, whose existing training, experience, and curricular resources fit a very different teaching model, to tailor and integrate the leadership and innovation components into their classrooms and schools.   Virtually everything educators have learned about teaching, every curriculum resource they have available, and every professional development program offered supports the traditional education pedagogy.  Our approach is so different that educators have a hard time even imagining what is possible and what it looks like unless they have seen the approach in action.  We are attempting to capture and share this with videos of the process.  Further, educators will need a rich resource of mini-lessons they can draw upon to respond to the tremendous variations in difficulties and responses they will observe among their students.  We must develop whatever new tools, activities, materials, etc. are required; make them accessible to current educators as well as others; find ways for those who have not experienced the learning to understand; and add whatever support systems are needed.  
It is likely we will need to find a way to motivate educators to attempt such big change when all their incentives are tied to having students pass conventional tests.  Also, we know that the system will resist educators who step out of the box because it might set precedents for others to change.  And this in an environment where educators who have lived within traditional schools all their working lives have little understanding of why and how education needs to change, and where society is very happy with schools that teach more or less "like it was when I went to school."
Finally, we must deal in some manner with issues of assessment of skills that are very difficult to measure.  One can easily appreciate the results when he or she interviews and observes the participants.  And there are techniques utilizing rubrics, student portfolios, team evaluations, and similar vehicles that can be used to determine grades.   However, an education system under so much pressure for accountability will be slow to accept anything that cannot be "measured" in some objective and consistent manner across classes, schools, and approaches.  We will likely start by engaging objective third parties from the education community to perform their own evaluations, even if subjective.  Over time, however, we hope to work with appropriate experts to leverage the anecdotal results and observations to develop an assessment instrument that can be validated and shared with other parties working on these kinds of 21st Century skills.  
While these challenges are great, we are confident that the combined talents and resources of CPI and Lincoln Leadership Academy are up to the task.   CPI has the benefit of seeing many different kinds of students make the transformation through our one-week eVenture program, as well as a deep understanding of the innovation process gained through decades of working closely with creative entrepreneurs.  Further, we have observed teachers making a similar transformation in a pilot educator development program conducted in 2009.  The teachers who participated said they would never teach the same way again because we opened their eyes about what is possible.  Lincoln Leadership Academy has the benefit of having a visionary Founder who is willing to incorporate 21st Century leadership skills as a key component, as well as carefully selected faculty who are motivated and willing to try new things.  Further, the focus on values and relationships creates an environment conducive to learning innovative leadership.  
Implementation Partnership
Following the history outlined earlier, Charter Partners Institute and Lincoln Leadership Academy have formed a partnership to develop and demonstrate how innovative leadership learning can change the way we educate students to fully prepare them to be 21st Century leaders.  The partnership intends to (1) adapt CPI's eVenture experience to work in a more typical high school environment, (2) build out the curriculum and professional development support needed for traditional teachers to implement the approach, and (3) leverage the approach and its benefits to make a step change within education.  The critical first phase of the partnership is occurring during the 2011-2012 school year (Sept 2011 through Aug 2012).  It involves all the 11th graders at Lincoln Leadership Academy (the oldest grade level at present, approximately 60 students split between two classes).  The majority of the learning for the pilot is being fit into a regular, required 45 minute course entitled Junior Seminar, with approximately 50% of the class time devoted to this leadership program and the remainder to related college and career development skills.  

The primary learning activity is a project where the students identify a complex issue in the school or community for which no good answers or even directions exist, form their own teams, and develop and implement innovative solutions for the rest of the year and continuing as their senior graduation project.  An off-site event has already been used to kickoff the projects, and business and community leaders will participate throughout the year as mentors.  We also expect to bring in an outside evaluator to assess what innovation and leadership learning has been gained by students at the end of the year and possibly into future years.  Limited integration with work in other classes will be encouraged during the first year pilot, and we expect to pursue further integration across the curriculum and grade levels in the future based on the work of the first year pilot.  

The constituency of Lincoln Leadership is more than 85% from poverty households, largely Hispanic and mostly from Allentown, PA (third largest urban school district in Pennsylvania).  The Hispanic dropout rate for the Allentown School District is approximately 67%.  Lincoln Leadership already gets 95% of students to school every day, and plans to graduate 100% of its students and send them on to college.  Within this construct, CPI believes the new learning approaches will more fully engage this difficult-to-reach population and provide a more effective and ambitious education experience.  In that sense, the pilot intends to demonstrate a model for a new paradigm of education that is effective even with the more challenging student constituencies, and can be applied anywhere from an individual course to an entire school or district.   

The core participants for the initial pilot are Mark Lang, Executive Director of CPI, along with Sandra Figueroa-Torres, Founder/CEO and two Lincoln Leadership teachers, Steve Rivera and Nikki Smith.  Besides the two partners, the project has the benefit of an informal group from the Lehigh Valley community that has been meeting as a "salon" about this issue.  This group will monitor the pilot and contribute their own ideas, resources, and support.   

Once the approach is demonstrated in the first pilot year, the current plan is to apply the lessons learned in more grade levels and subjects at Lincoln Leadership over several years until they become the basis for a new school-wide paradigm of education that fully meets the needs of 21st Century graduates.  Further, CPI and Lincoln Leadership Academy will use this effort as a development activity for a demonstration and toolkit that can be shared broadly within education.  The goal is to have the approach adopted as widely as possible within other charter and similar schools but also regular public school systems, as a method of transforming public education for the 21st Century.  A successful pilot working within a more traditional school environment (Lincoln Leadership Academy) will be important to show other educators what is possible and persuade them to try such radical changes.   As noted earlier, the curriculum toolkit and associated professional development activities will be designed to prepare and support traditionally educated teachers to learn and utilize the new approach.  
Collaboration Tools
Our team is experimenting with two different online tools designed to support collaboration and progress of the student projects, as well as a community of practice of interested educators and community leaders that can assist us.   CPI's website (www.charterpartnersinstitute.org) is being redesigned to include a section dedicated to the Lincoln Leadership Academy partnership.  This section will have current descriptions of all the student projects, as well as blogs on each project that are regularly updated by the student teams.   Anyone who is interested will be able to follow the progress of the projects there.  We believe that what the students are doing will raise the bar to show what students in today's modern world are capable of accomplishing with the right education and support.  

For the community of practice, we feel that a more robust collaboration tool is needed so we can have private conversations, share and jointly work on documents, break into subteams for different needs, etc.  For this purpose we are testing a new software product GoodSemester.  This is a new courseware product being developed by a young entrepreneur at Lehigh University that embodies a new paradigm of education based heavily on collaboration.   We have created a "course" on GoodSemester entitled "Lincoln Leadership Junior Seminar Innovation."  Interested parties will be invited to join this course and interact with the team with their questions, suggestions, and resources.   If anyone is interested, please contact CPI.  Or you can go to www.goodsemester.com, request an invitation code for an account, and join the course.  
We hope to have both of these collaboration tools in operation by the end of 2011.
Project Stages
Given the entrepreneurial nature of this effort, breaking new ground in so many ways, it is difficult to predict precisely what different stages will develop and when.  Further, we will practice what we teach by adapting along the way as necessary to achieve our mission.  Nevertheless, our best estimate is that we will be able to demonstrate a successful effort with the Junior Seminar that is viewed favorably by school and community leaders by the end of the first pilot school year (2011-2012).  We also expect to have a preliminary set of tools and guides that are useful but probably will need to be polished and enriched for more widespread adoption.  Finally, we hope to have a fairly robust community of practitioners who are following and contributing to this effort by the end of that first year.  
The next phase is expected to involve deeper integration at Lincoln Leadership Academy.  This will include training more faculty, and incorporating elements of the approach in earlier grade levels.  By this time we should be ready to work with a limited number of other school partners who have a strong interest in implementing the model.  However, given the dynamics of the public education system, we expect the most we can accomplish the second year will be serious conversations and interactions with several school districts in preparation for 1-2 more comprehensive pilots in other schools during the following year.  If there are other charter schools interested, we could probably do something with them that second year.  
Subsequent years are even more difficult to predict.  Nevertheless, we expect to continue the deeper integration within Lincoln Leadership for another 3 years until it becomes an integral part of the school.  Further, we should be ready by the third or fourth year to provide professional development activities, learning tools, and mentoring support on a broader scale even outside our region.  The longer term business model for CPI is to become a leadership center that provides that full range of training and support tools and resources for educators and institutions interested in using what we have learned and developed to achieve similar results.  This will provide revenue and a method to scale up the broad distribution of the approach at whatever rate the market will support.   

Final Thoughts

Our team has no illusions about the difficulty of this activity.  Education has effectively resisted significant reform for many years.  At the same time, we cannot help but believe that we are close to having a very different solution that is capable of supporting the degree of change  needed.  In essence by raising the bar on what students are required to do, and changing the paradigm enough to make the system adapt, we can foster a different kind of school and learning environment that is motivating, relevant, and effective.  The early experience reinforces that confidence and expectation.   We welcome interest and relationships with any other interested people and institutions.  
For the Team

Mark Lang

Executive Director

Charter Partners Institute

235 15th Ave

Bethlehem, PA  18018
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