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In January 2025, Education Accelerated partnered with the Association for the
Advancement of International Education (AAIE) to host a Think Tank unlike any
other. Forty international school leaders, representing 21 countries and five
continents, convened in Washington, D.C., not just to discuss innovation, but to
design it.

This wasn't another conference filled with keynote speeches and passive note-
taking. It was an active exploration of the complexities school leaders face every
day—navigating technological disruption, shifting societal expectations, and the
ever-present tension between tradition and transformation. The AAIE Think
Tank aimed to answer a pressing question: How can educational leaders turn
moments of friction and opportunity into catalysts for sustainable innovation?

A GATHERING OF BOLD MINDS

INTRODUCTION



THE SPARK
FROM TENSION TO TRANSFORMATION

From the opening session, it was clear this gathering would be different.
Facilitators from Education Accelerated introduced a powerful premise:
Moments of opportunity and moments of friction are two sides of the same coin.
Both reveal where energy resides within a system—energy that can either stall
progress or accelerate it.

Participants quickly recognized this duality in their own schools. The narratives
shared by leaders across the globe spoke to the promise of AI to personalize
learning, which collided with teachers' anxiety about being replaced. Efforts to
reexamine and redesign curricula met resistance from stakeholders steeped in
tradition. Even well-intentioned initiatives around well-being sometimes
clashed with institutional structures designed for efficiency, not empathy. 

But rather than seeing these tensions as obstacles, the Think Tank reframed
them as indicators—signposts pointing toward where leadership was most
needed. As one participant reflected, "Friction isn’t failure. It’s where change
begins if we have the courage to lean in."



THE PROCESS
FUSION IN ACTION

Education Accelerated’s Fusion Process provided the framework for the two-
day event. It unfolded across three phases:

1.  Pre-Think Tank Preparation: Participants engaged in reflective exercises,
identifying the greatest opportunities and sticking points within their
schools. This pre-work ensured the conversations would be grounded in
real-world challenges, not abstract theory.

2.Think Tank Experience: Over two days, school leaders collaborated in
cross-functional groups, guided by the Education Accelerated ABCQ
approach:

a.What are the most traditional solution pathways?
b.What are the most apparent yet innovative alternative solution

pathways?
c.What are some truly “out of the box” solution pathways?
d.What if we didn’t even acknowledge the presence of a box to guide our

thinking?
3.These conversations weren’t easy. They required vulnerability, candor, and

a willingness to challenge long-held assumptions and straight-line
solutions. But as friction gave way to potential, participants began crafting
new, bold yet actionable solutions.

4.Post-Think Tank Roadmap: Every participant was left with a personalized
list of themes to motivate themselves, a personalized action plan outlining
immediate next steps, key worldwide collaborators, and success indicators.
This ensured that the energy generated in D.C. wouldn’t dissipate upon
returning home.



KEY INSIGHTS
LEADERSHIP AT THE INTERSECTION OF
CONNECTION AND DISRUPTION

Two overarching themes emerged from the Think Tank:

Connectors and Disruptors: The Two Roles of Change Leadership. Every
participant came to the Think Tank with a mindset that they would naturally
gravitate toward one of two roles:

Connectors build bridges, fostering relationships and aligning stakeholders
around shared goals.
Disruptors challenge the status quo, asking hard questions and pushing
systems beyond their comfort zones.

Throughout our time together, the group realized that the most effective leaders
effectively balanced both roles. They knew when to rally their community
around a common vision and when to shake things up to prevent complacency.
One participant shared, "Every leader in the room embodied two powerful traits:
Disruptor and Connector. These are not opposites but two sides of the same
coin—both essential in shaping a brighter future for education."



KEY INSIGHTS
Turning Both Opportunity and Friction into Fuel for Innovation Rather than
avoiding reacting to either the latest new thing or headline tension, participants
explored how to harness each as a creative catalyst. For example:

One school struggling with faculty resistance to AI reframed the challenge
by co-creating professional learning pathways that empowered teachers as
co-designers of AI integration.
Another school facing student disengagement piloted a micro-credentialing
system, allowing learners to chart personalized pathways aligned with their
passions and career goals.

As one facilitator noted, "Leadership isn’t about eliminating friction. It’s about
transforming it into forward momentum."

EMERGING THEMES
REIMAGINING EDUCATION

Through deep discussion and collaborative exploration, six key themes
emerged as priorities for advancing education globally. The themes shown on
the following pages reflect both the challenges leaders face and the
opportunities they are eager to pursue.



THEME GUIDING QUESTION STRATEGIC FOCUS

🔎 
The Evolving

Role of
Teachers

How can we redefine and
support the evolving role of the

teacher to thrive in a rapidly
evolving educational

landscape?

Transitioning educators from
traditional instructional roles to

facilitators and coaches of
personalized, competency-

based, student-driven learning.

🧠

Well-Being 
for All

What systemic strategies and
policies can schools adopt to
ensure the sustained mental

health, well-being, and
resilience of students and

educators?

Embedding comprehensive
well-being programs into daily

routines and school culture,
emphasizing proactive and

preventive measures.

🎯 
Personalized

Learning
Pathways

How can we leverage
technology and human

mentorship to create truly
personalized learning

experiences that drive deep
engagement and authentic

growth?

Developing flexible, adaptive
learning frameworks powered

by artificial intelligence and
data analytics to deliver real-
time, personalized feedback

and learning recommendations.

Building robust mentorship
programs that ensure

individualized academic, social-
emotional, and career guidance.

👩‍🏫 
Talent

Development
and Retention

What transformative strategies
can educational institutions

employ to recruit, nurture, and
retain high-quality educators

committed to long-term
professional growth?

Implementing innovative
recruitment processes

leveraging technology to
identify talent beyond

traditional metrics.



THEME GUIDING QUESTION STRATEGIC FOCUS

⏳ 
Rethinking Time

in Schools

How can educational
institutions reconceptualize the

structure and use of time to
enhance student learning,

promote wellness, and foster
meaningful connections?

Explore flexible, competency-
based scheduling that

prioritizes deeper learning,
interdisciplinary projects, and

experiential learning.

📚 
Future-Ready

Curriculum

Integrating future-focused
competencies such as

adaptability, digital literacy,
collaboration, critical thinking,
and global citizenship into all

curricular areas.

Integrating future-focused
competencies such as

adaptability, digital literacy,
collaboration, critical thinking,
and global citizenship into all

curricular areas.

These themes not only shaped the conversations within the Think Tank but also provided
a shared blueprint for action as participants returned to their schools and communities.



OUTCOMES
FROM IDEAS TO IMPACT

By the end of the Think Tank, participants had moved beyond conversation to
concrete action. Key outcomes included:

Scalable Innovations: Schools launched pilot projects around AI
integration, student agency, and educator well-being. Several initiatives are
now being scaled across international school networks.
Strengthened Leadership Networks: Participants left with not just ideas
but collaborators—peers they could call upon for support, insight, and
accountability.
Systemic Change Initiatives: Some schools began redesigning decision-
making structures to include more voices, ensuring innovation didn’t remain
the domain of leadership alone.

Reflecting on the experience, one leader remarked, "The power of collaboration
and ideation was evident in the room. We tackled the most complex moments
of opportunity and friction in education and committed to momentum and scale
in our solutions."



STAKEHOLDER VALUE
IMPACT ACROSS THE ECOSYSTEM

The AAIE Think Tank was more than just a two-day event; it was a catalyst for
lasting value across multiple levels of the educational ecosystem. Each
stakeholder group walked away with distinct, actionable benefits that will
influence their work long after the event’s conclusion.

FOR PARTICIPANTS: A NETWORK OF
THOUGHT PARTNERS AND
ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS

School leaders often operate in isolation, facing complex challenges with few
opportunities for deep, collaborative problem-solving. The Think Tank provided
a rare space for global peer-to-peer engagement, allowing participants to:

Build a network of like-minded leaders who could serve as thought
partners long after the event.
Gain new perspectives from diverse educational environments, challenging
assumptions, and expanding their leadership toolkit.
Walk away with concrete strategies to apply in their schools, ensuring that
discussions are translated into action.



The Think Tank wasn’t just about the leaders in the room—it was about the
students, teachers, and broader school communities who will benefit from the
ideas sparked during these two days. Schools gained:

New models for innovation, from AI integration to student agency initiatives,
that can be piloted and scaled.
Stronger leadership capacity, as participants returned with renewed energy
and strategic clarity.
Opportunities for cross-school collaboration, opening the door to shared
pilot programs and joint initiatives.

AAIE’s mission is to support international school leaders worldwide, and this
Think Tank reinforced its position as a convenor of forward-thinking leadership
dialogues.

For Education Accelerated, the Think Tank was an opportunity to demonstrate the
power of its Fusion Process in action.

FOR EDUCATION ACCELERATED:
ADVANCING THE FUTURE OF
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

FOR SCHOOL COMMUNITIES: A RIPPLE
EFFECT OF INNOVATION

FOR AAIE: STRENGTHENING ITS ROLE
AS A GLOBAL HUB FOR LEADERSHIP



CONCLUSION
COURAGE, COLLABORATION, AND THE
ROAD AHEAD

The AAIE Think Tank wasn’t about easy answers or quick wins. It wasn’t about
listening passively to experts extolling their philosophy or point of view. It was
about embracing complexity, confronting discomfort, and leading with courage
and compassion.

For Education Accelerated and AAIE, this Think Tank represents more than a
single event. It’s part of a larger movement—a commitment to equipping school
leaders with the tools, networks, and mindsets needed to transform education
globally.

As participants returned to their schools, they carried more than just insights.
They carried the conviction that innovation isn’t reserved for the fearless few.
It’s built through connection, disruption, and the willingness to turn friction into
progress.

As one participant beautifully summarized, "We brought together a group of
individuals. We left with a network of like-minded, passionate leaders
committed to working together as both connectors and disruptors, leading
education forward during both moments of opportunity and moments of
friction."
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NEXT STEPS
BRING THE FUSION PROCESS TO
YOUR SCHOOL

To learn more about bringing the Think Tank process, practice, and network to
your community, contact Education Accelerated at:
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