






24 LEARNING TO IMPROVE 

DIAGNOSING SOLUTIONITIS: 

AN EDUCATION REFORM DISEASE 

Why is the Swiffer example instructive for educational improvement? 

When a problem presents itself, it is natural for people to formulate a solu

tion based on their past experiences, professional knowledge, and beliefs 

about what seems appropriate. P&G has deep expertise in chemical engi

neering and employs an extraordinary group of industrial chemists who 

have had great success in creating solvents. So when they were faced with 

finding a more effective way to clean floors, the obvious path seemed to 

lie in redesigning the soap. If you have a hammer, it's human nature to 

believe that a problem can be fixed by just pounding away. This strategy 

is not peculiar to P&G; it simply reflects how individuals, groups, and or

ganizations tend to think and act. And it can easily lead to a phenomenon 

that we call solutionitis.

Solutionitis is the propensity to jump quickly on a solution before fully 

understanding the exact problem to be solved. It is a form of groupthink in 

which a set of shared beliefs results in an incomplete analysis of the prob

lem to be addressed and fuller consideration of potential problem-solving 

alternatives. When decision makers see complex matters through a nar

row lens, solutionitis lures them into unproductive strategies. 

This sort of siloed thinking is especially problematic in education. 

With its professionals and institutions under constant scrutiny, education 

has become an easy target for new suddenly popular ideas to move quickly 

across the field.4 As noted in the introduction, this was the case with the 

calls for small high schools and the push for more intensive teacher evalu

ations. Other examples abound. There was a time, for example, when edu

cational policy leaders were enthralled with downsizing. They argued that 

if empowered, teachers, parents, and community members would make 

better local decisions than some distal, often unresponsive central bureau

cracy. Then the field discovered James Coleman's research on the signifi

cance of social capital, and developing it seemingly became the solution to 

most every problem. More recently, we have heard a lot about data-driven 

decision making. As big ideas like these gain currency, they begin to take 




