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Abstract

Traditional educational systems need to change. They need to be more innovative. However, innovation
carries a risk—it sometimes fails. Qualitative research conducted with teachers who changed and
implemented their pedagogy in innovative ways (“hacks”) in their classroom formed the foundation of a
new framework to meet this need—teachers as “hackers.” These teachers’ characteristic habits and
behaviors contribute to their success in creating islands of change in public schools. The participants
volunteered their stories of pedagogical failures—class plans that flopped, technological tools that fizzled,
and projects that fell short of their learning goals. They not only shared their cases, but also approached
those failures as a natural and inherent part of becoming adaptive educators. This paper explores the role
of failure and risk-taking in educational settings with the aim to encourage rethinking and opening our
practices to development by making mistakes. As one participant described innovative pedagogy,
“You have to be willing to fail in public.”
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1. Introduction

In lectures, conferences, and educators’ professional development sessions where current research
regarding teachers who hack their pedagogy is discussed, the issue of risk-taking and failure is often the
most controversial. It raises questions and evokes emotional discussion. Attendees verbalize, for example,
“We do not have a culture of risk-taking in schools” and “How can we discuss failure when we discuss
education? We’re talking about kids’ lives.” The goal of this paper is to shed some light on that intersection
of innovation, risk-taking, failure, and learning in public education settings.

1.1. Innovation, risk-taking, and failure

Failure is a complex phenomenon (Edwards & Ashkenazy, 2018). It used to be described as the
end of things; now, it is part of the way forward (Loscalzo, 2014). In our constantly changing world, we
are slowly shifting from talking about successes toward discussing failures (Loscalzo, 2014; Wang et al.,
2018) and the often-opposing relationship between error and innovation (Bauer & Harteis, 2012).
For instance, in the entrepreneurship field, most innovation studies are still based on success stories despite
indications that “the experience of failure may be a substantial source for the improvement of
entrepreneurship knowledge and skills after a failure” (Atsan, 2016). Clearly, as Loscalzo (2014) explained,
“Failure has at least as important a role in our experience, education, and professional development as
success—if we would only learn from it.”

A discussion of failure is also about learning, developing, and improving future outcomes (Atsan,
2016; Edwards & Ashkanazy, 2018; van Woerkom, 2012). “Errors can be seen as a natural by-product of
active learning: As learners actively explore the environment, errors will inevitably occur. Conversely, the
dogma of zero-error tolerance that exists in many organizations may unintentionally promote risk
avoidance” (van Woerkom, 2012, p. 130).

In 2012, an organization in Mexico founded “Fuckup Nights,” events that have since spread
internationally (Birrane, 2017). During these activities, individuals from diverse backgrounds share their
stories of professional failure. These tales both inspire the audience and support the idea that any change or
innovative action—as in any action in an age of uncertainty—risks failure. Such events, as well as other
means that emphasize learning from failure, transform failure from something hidden and shame-ridden to
a legitimate outcome. Once failure is legitimatized, it is possible to learn from and improve upon it.
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1.2. Risk-taking and failure in non-educational fields

In the high-tech industry, risk-taking often permeates the cultural organization and is built into job
descriptions (Edmondson, 2011; Grossmann, 2014). Demonstrating the growing interest in learning better
from failures, teams from over 50 technology-industry firms recently participated in Wang et al.’s (2018)
study in Beijing, China to explore learning from failure, as well as issues of shame related to failing. Wang
et al. measured learning from failure as well as professional commitment and shame. They recommended
that support, enhanced sense of belonging, and as guidance regarding how to deal with shame and negative
feelings after failure can create an organizational culture of learning and development.

Studies in the medical field found organizational and personal factors related to learning from
failures. For example, Edmondson (2004) reported, “Interpersonal climate often inhibits speaking up with
questions, concerns, and challenges” (p. ii5) and that the professional culture tends to have quick fixes to
problems instead of supporting root cause analysis and systematic learning from mistakes. Edmondson also
demonstrate how consistent work to create a blame-free work environment and teams that learn and develop
from mistakes improve healthcare and save lives. Taking this concept a step further, Loscalzo (2014) wrote
about the education process for medical students and claimed that we should not ignore failure, but celebrate
it. Even if celebrating failure sounds like a big step to some of us, we can all understand that it carries
opportunities to learn, develop, and promote change in complex systems.

1.3. Risk-taking and failure in education

An Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development report, which focused on driving
innovative and equitable change in complex education systems, devoted a full chapter to failure, entitled,
“Learning to Fail, Not Failing to Learn” (Burns & Kdoster, 2016). It emphasizes the dichotomous
relationship between innovation and error—some policies pressure the education system to change and
innovative, while other regulatory forces pressure them to reduce failure. Indeed, exploring innovation and
change in education systems reveals a conundrum: On one hand, leadership and policymakers encourage
innovation in their education systems. On the other hand, these same administrators seek to maintain the
status quo and avoid errors (Brown & Osborne, 2013; Burns & Koster, 2016). The message seems to be,
“Innovation is fine, but only if it succeeds.”

Stakeholders in the education arena (policy makers, teachers, researchers, parents, and, of course,
students) face a range of risks with a variety of approaches (Blanchenay & Burns, 2016). Brown and
Osborne (2013) described—and then criticized—the common approaches to this junction of innovation,
education systems, and risk-taking. The first approach is risk minimalization, meaning avoiding risk and
thus its connection to innovative processes. The second is risk analysis. They claimed that this approach’s
aim of minimizing risk consequences does not fit complex systems such as education (Blanchenay & Burns,
2016).

Instead, Brown and Osborne (2013) introduced two approaches to risk-taking and failure that offer
a system of managing the risk of new actions, as well as highlighting the risk of inaction. They offered to
develop a governance system to learn from failures as well as from successes. In what they termed
transparent risk governance, “risks are openly acknowledged to all relevant stakeholders” (Blanchenay
& Burns, 2016, p. 208). However, imagining such an approach in a school setting seems almost
impossible—imagine parents’ reactions when you tell them, “We will try to teach algebra in a flipped
classroom model, but it might not work.”

Similarly, Blanchenay and Burns (2016) emphasized two optional actions: “Through
experimentation, i.e. the testing of innovative programmes in a limited magnitude and scope; as well as by
developing a governance system that can learn from failures as well as successes” (p. 207). Their study
inquired into pedagogical risks within a classroom but also provided insight into associated risk approaches,
attitudes, and behaviors at broader segments, such as the school, district, or countries level.

2. Research design and general results

The participants of the current ““Teachers as Hackers” study were eight public school teachers from
Massachusetts who had more than 1 year experience in the profession, worked in the classroom, and
demonstrated pedagogic innovation. The participating teachers came from a variety of school
environments, subjects, professional backgrounds, and years of experience. Each had explored new ways
to teach or incorporate nontraditional methods—such as innovative class design, project-based learning,
new assessment tools, interdisciplinary perspective, or technology integration—into their teaching. These
innovative actions and pedagogical explorations were individual efforts and not part of a broader reform.
The data were collected using qualitative methods, primarily interviews.
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The study results indicated a general profile of teachers as hackers—that is, teachers implementing
their pedagogy in innovative ways. In general, teachers who hack are ideological and passionate about
education; teaching is not only their passion but also part of “who they are.”. They are highly motivated to
improve their teaching processes and use their diverse backgrounds to influence their practice. They are
self-reflective, constantly exploring ways to improve their pedagogy. In addition, they appreciate learning
in communities of practice and try to be part of a physical or virtual professional learning community.
Teachers who hack do not necessarily have more resources (e.g., time, space, or technology); instead, they
utilize their limited but available resources wisely and effectively. The two most surprising themes that
emerged from the qualitative analysis were their propensity for risk-taking and overcoming fear of failure.
Simply stated, teachers who act as hackers follow a need or a problem, use creativity and playfulness, and
take risks doing something they had never before tried in the classroom.

3. Results: risk-taking and failure

Teachers who hack are driven to explore new ways of practice. In this process of exploration and
improvement, they take risks and wisely use the resources around them to reach their goals. For example,
one participant talked about other teachers and the risk of not being able to adopt technology: “They get
worried, ‘“What if I do something wrong?’ | just don’t think about it in that way.” Indeed, teachers who
hack are willing to act in the face of uncertainty and to let go of the need to know everything. One recalled,
“When | launched into it . . . I didn't know what | was doing.” Another participant reflected about the
broader challenges of taking risks: “Almost everyone talks about fixing middle school, almost no one wants
to do it with their own child. It is a big risk, especially if you are in a relatively successful affluent
community. [Parents feel] the status quo worked well enough for [them] and so it is very scary to go away
from that.”

These teachers understand that there are many possible answers to the question of how we should
conduct education in the 21st century. As one stated, “A lot of people | have interacted with feel worried
where[as] | definitely grew up thinking, “You just try it and if it doesn’t work, you try something else.””
Teachers who hack accept failure as part of the improvement process and acknowledge that technology
offers endless possibilities to change their pedagogy. They are unashamed to share their failures. As one
described, “I've made far more mistakes in the process than | have right decisions, and being open and
honest in learning about that was probably the best.” Nevertheless, they reflect constantly: “It’s by no means
as successful as | wish it was.” Finally, these teachers also see the educational benefits of making mistakes.
“It's good for students to see adults grappling with problems like that... | can remember as a kid, | thought
teachers just knew everything—you grow up and you know it all.”

One teacher’s statement about his own attitude change summarizes the study participants’
openness about how natural it is to fail when aiming to change and innovate in education and their
willingness to embrace uncertainty: “I'm embracing that myself. Getting over the idea that it's going to be
perfect or all done at once. It's a multi-year project and | have to accept that.”

4. Discussion and recommendations

Risk-taking behavior connects well with pedagogy, innovation, and failure. In addition to a
personal inclination toward taking risks, risk-taking by teachers who hack seems to increase with their
experience and professional confidence. Although traditionally not considered a quality of good teachers,
risk-taking dominates change theory (e.g., Heifez, Linsky & Grashow, 2009).

Robinson (2009) showed that fear can prevent people from entering a situation in which they feel
threatened; thus, they lose a possible learning experience (Jarvis, 2012). Mezirow (1994) referred to similar
emotions and claimed the first phase of a learning process is a disorienting dilemma. However, the tendency
to be ashamed and to avoid or hide failure is natural.

Human beings are also inherently reluctant to acknowledge their failures,

disappointments, and misadventures—Ilargely because of the fear of shame and

embarrassment among important others. The desire to be seen as capable and competent

is especially important in the workplace, where successes are typically rewarded and

failures punished. (Edwards & Ashkenazy, 2018, p. 169)

This natural inclination makes the fact that all study participants shared their failures without being
asked even more impressive.

Van Woerkom (2012) found team members more likely to suggest new ideas in an environment
that has a healthy approach to problem-solving mistakes than in an atmosphere of blame. However, in
practice, discussion of the risks of inaction is almost nonexistent. In an era of uncertainty, the status quo is
often perceived as “good enough,” but the reality is more complex. If we want our schools to change, we
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need to let risk-taking and failure enter the gate. We need to acknowledge—if not celebrate—failure as
much as we celebrate success. Embracing failure is a key factor to transforming education. We can
experiment at the individual, as well as the policy, level (Blanchenay & Burns, 2016). “Policy
experimentation aims to improve the system by explicitly testing new policy options and assessing which
could be successfully generalized” (p. 168). Other complex public sectors, such as health care and
economics, have already implemented such policy options.

A related issue is the level of autonomy that individuals and teams have—an autonomy that can
encourage them to deal with failure and learn from it appropriately.

It is crucial for education systems to anticipate those risks, both in terms of establishing

a process for governing risk and developing a transparent and reactive way to make

decisions about the kinds of risks that are acceptable in any given situation. But there is

another element of the process that is equally important: education systems must accept

that taking risks (in experimentation and indeed in any kind of innovation) means that

there is a possibility of failure. (van Woerkom, 2012, p. 213)

The cases described in this “teachers who hack” study are local, and the participants who
implemented the innovations claimed they had not been able to scale them up to an entire school or even a
department. Blanchenay and Burns (2016) explained this phenomenon, claiming that “in a complex system,
bottom-up initiatives cannot be scaled up to the broader system without at least some level of centralized
discussion” (p. 173).

Despite the shift from talking about successes toward discussing failures (Loscalzo, 2014; Wang
et al., 2018), much work is still needed to create a culture of constructive learning from mistakes (van
Woerkom, 2012). Thus, my paradoxical recommendation is to devote more research to the somewhat
neglected area of innovation risk management in the public sector—a recommendation with inherent risks.
“At the micro-level, formative work is required to explore the processes through which individual users,
citizens, politicians, service professionals, and other stakeholders will engage in risk governance for
innovations in public services” (Brown & Osborne, 2013, p. 204).

5. Summary

Who wants to talk about failure? It may be nicer to cut ribbons and celebrate success—but there
can be no ribbons if we do not manage risk and transform it with more transparency. Risk-taking is
becoming a core skill (Rolfe, 2010). When discussing risk-taking, we must bear in mind the underlying risk
that exists every day in schools—the risk of inaction, of not changing, of keeping the status quo and failing
daily without acknowledging the failures (Blanchenay & Burns, 2016).

We should promote an organizational culture that breaks the connection between failure and
negativity (Wang et al., 2018). If we want innovative education, we need to be open for possible innovation
failures (Wizel,2018).

Although this paper may seem devoted to failure, it embraces that risk-taking also offers the
satisfaction of success. As one participant shared, “I have to tell you that this one, from the first run, it just
exploded and everything was far beyond my imagination how well it went.”
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