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Introduction 

I n our examination of Assembly thus far, we have focused on the 
history and current state of it as applied to education. In this brief, 

we widen the lens to examine other sectors and industries that may 
hold lessons for how public education can adopt more student-centric, 
personalized, and customizable features of an Assembly approach.   

In the private sector, prepackaged offerings make for an effective 
strategy, offering customers a lower-priced option for a collection of 
goods or services and/or ease of use. Cable television is a familiar 
example of a “preassembled” option, with customers receiving 
hundreds of channels as part of the typical package. In paying one 
price, customers have access to a bundle of channels without needing 
or having to make personalized choices. However, allowing customers 
to assemble their own package has also proved an effective marketing 
strategy, with industries selling individual goods to distinct customer 
segments. iTunes, for example, revolutionized the music industry by 
allowing consumers to build a personalized music library composed of 
single songs rather than albums.

Assembly-based models show up in public sectors as well, such as 
health care. Advances in technology and an increasing emphasis on 
putting the patient at the center of care models have shifted the sector 
toward an Assembly approach. Whereas doctor offices and hospitals 
were previously the primary point of care, patients now routinely access 
health care through pharmacies, telemedicine, remote monitoring, and 
wearable health and fitness devices.1

In the digital age, many products and services have become wholly or 
partially virtual, resulting in drastically lowered (and in some cases, 
eliminated) distribution costs. Additionally, providers now have greater 
access to end users — in both direct-to-consumer products as well as 
consumer data and information — increasing the appeal and feasibility 
of Assembly-based strategies. Spurred to enter these markets by a 
lower cost of entry, new suppliers often differentiate their offerings by 
meeting the needs of distinctive and more niche customer segments. 
The pandemic has accelerated existing trends in customization across 
sectors — and time will tell if it sticks. There is valid speculation about 
whether the return to “normal” will signal a return to familiar, 
“prepackaged” approaches.
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The current public education system largely provides a 
standardized offering. Apart from classroom differentiation 
(which is highly variable and depends on the teacher), 
some leveled classes, and specific opportunities to 
customize learning through career and technical education, 
dual enrollment, high-school electives, or school-provided 
tutoring, most public school students complete a 
predetermined set of coursework with limited variance 
based on interest or need. Of course, public K-12 
education is just part of the broad array of education 
offerings available to students, starting in early 
childhood and stretching through higher education and 
adult learning. Within this broad array of education 
offerings are segments that already closely resemble 
Assembly — such as the growing home-school 
movement, the extensive market for supplemental 
education services, and the burgeoning landscape of 
college persistence nonprofits that augment campus-
based college advising programs. 

With so many examples of user customization within 
and beyond public K-12 education, it raises the question 
of whether a dramatically greater level of personalization 
is possible for K-12 students. This brief presents a 
framework for how different industries have personalized 
services and explores a series of cases across sectors 
from which public education might draw lessons. 

Our framework 
While there are many ways we can classify differences 
across industries, for the purposes of this exploratory 
exercise, we will be considering two primary factors:  

• The degree to which the outcomes or products of that 
industry affect others (high versus low externality). 

• The degree to which it is preferable (or even 
necessary) that goods or services in that industry 
are personalized to the needs of individual users 
(personalized versus standardized). 

This framing is important because the fundamental 
purpose of industries can be quite different, and it may 
not be appropriate to compare one to another in all 
situations. For example, in some industries it’s 
beneficial to orient services and outcomes around 

individual needs and interests, whereas in other 
industries — or industry segments — the focus is on 
outcomes and benefits for the general public. While 
there are plenty of points of intersection between 
collective and individual benefits, it’s important to 
consider these fundamental differences when 
evaluating models of success across sectors and 
identifying lessons that may apply to public education.
 
With that in mind, we’ve plotted a series of industries 
along a continuum of externality and personalization. 
“Prepackaged,” standardized public goods such as 
public safety or public infrastructure are examples of both 
high externality and high standardization (Figure 1). 
These services affect all users in the market, are funded 
by taxpayer dollars, and are generally offered as a 
standard service to all citizens. Public roads and 
bridges aren’t tailored to the personal preferences of 
each driver, nor is a 911 or emergency responder 
protocol based on the individual who calls. Citizens 
can’t opt out of paying for these services through 
taxes, even if they don’t consume them. These services 
are offered as a preassembled package and are viewed 
as a benefit of being a taxpaying citizen. 

Alternatively, industries exist with relatively low 
collective benefit, or externalities, such as streaming 
services or gyms. An individual’s media or fitness 
choices have very little effect on others (notwithstanding 
the public health benefits of a physically fit populous). 
As such, these industries are subject to less regulation. 
They can be more easily personalized to the preferences 
of the end user, who can exercise discretion on whether 
and what to consume.

And then there is health care — an industry with a high 
degree of externality in its overall public health implications 
and one that requires (yet doesn’t always result in) 
personalization to the customer. The consequences of 
poor health care affect both individuals and society at 
large. But the public funding of health care for the 
elderly and low-income, as well as the consequences of 
poor public health, are significant enough to warrant 
some regulation and oversight. Meanwhile, doctors 
and hospitals strive to provide highly personalized care 
via specialists, equipment, and pharmaceutical treatment 
plans. Despite its attempt to balance regulation and 
personalization, however, health care remains fraught 
with equity and accessibility challenges. 
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Figure 1 is illustrative, not precise. We recognize that one’s degree of personalization within an industry 
often depends on other factors such as race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, and other 
marginalized statuses (e.g., in the case of health care, how personalized someone’s experience is often 
closely related to their access to private health insurance or their ability to pay for services out of pocket). 
Individual differences may necessitate personalization (e.g., in the case of a physical disability or special 
needs). Additionally, industries may have some indirect or long-term benefits to society (e.g., in the case 
of personal fitness and overall public health), but for the purposes of this brief, we’re generalizing the 
placement of an industry based on the modal experience of customers or patients.

Industries in this quadrant have a high 
level of externality because they provide 
direct and indirect benefits to society and 
individuals. Industries in this category require 
a high level of personalization based on 
the end user. The most salient example of 
an industry that is both high externality and 
high personalization is health care. There 
is a strong collective benefit to having a 
high-quality health care system (i.e., high 
externality), and the individual patient 
benefits substantially when they can access 
the medical care they need and pursue a 
personalized course of treatment. 

Industries in this quadrant primarily provide 
benefits to the individual user; choices made 
by individuals have less of an impact on 
society as a whole. We have classified these 
as having a low level of externality. Similarly, 
industries in this quadrant offer a high level 
of personalization to meet the needs of 
the customer. One’s streaming choices and 
media/advertising consumption (part of a 
broader sector of information), for example, 
have little effect on someone else yet can be 
highly customized to one’s preferences. 

Industries in this quadrant have a high level 
of externality. They also have a high level of 
standardization. Examples in this quadrant 
include many public services that are important 
for a well-functioning society (i.e., high 
externality) and are offered as a standard or 
prepackaged bundle without much reason or 
benefit to personalization. For example, 
public roads and bridges (within a broader 
infrastructure sector), Department of Motor 
Vehicle (DMV) services, airline travel (within a 
broader transportation sector), and fire/EMS 
services (within a broader public safety sector) 
would all fit within this quadrant.

Industries in this quadrant require a high 
level of standardization to ensure the safety 
and security of their direct users but have a 
relatively low impact on the lives of others. 
We have classified these as having a high 
level of standardization but a low level of 
externality. Robotics manufacturing and 
aeronautics/space exploration are examples 
of industries in which standardization of 
measurement, parts compatibility, and 
compliance regulations are important, but 
which do not have high externalities (even 
though they may be very important for 
innovation and our future welfare).  
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Figure 1: An Externality and Personalization Framework for Applying Cross-Sector Lessons
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Public education should 
move from standardized 
to personalized

Where would education fall in this framework? 
Individual students and society both benefit 

when our education system develops productive 
members of society, builds a competent workforce, and 
supports individuals in their pursuit of self-actualization. 
This is why there are universal service mandates for 
public education — all states require children to 
receive an education, whether at home or at school 
(with limited exceptions and exceptional circumstances, 
which vary from state to state). While most would agree 
that public education has a high externality, when it 
comes to the degree of standardization public education 
today is treated more like public safety and public 
infrastructure — a good that can be standardized — 

situated in the upper right quadrant of the framework 
(Figure 2).  
 
Instead, we posit that public education should be more 
like health care in its attention to individual students’ 
life outcomes and their impact on society. This requires 
shifting the standardized system of public education  
to adopt or include a more personalized ecosystem. 
 
We argue that public education should be more like 
health care than public roads in its degree  
of personalization. Just as each patient responds 
differently to treatment, has a different genetic 
makeup, and is exposed to different environmental 
factors, each student is coming to the classroom from  
a different starting place. 

Public education should be situated in the upper left 
quadrant of the framework.

Examples in this quadrant  
include health care 

Examples in this quadrant  
include streaming choices, media/

advertising consumption, and 
personal fitness

Examples in this quadrant 
include public roads and 
bridges, DMV services,  
and fire/EMS services

Examples in this quadrant 
include robotics and aeronautics
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Figure 2: Placing Public Education in the Framework to Assess Potential for Assembly

http://bellwether.org


Assembly Across Sectors: How Other Industries Are Practicing  
Assembly and What This Means for Education Bellwether.org6

Shifting public education from a standardized to a 
personalized approach would not obviate fundamental 
needs; there will always be a body of knowledge and 
skills that all students will need to flourish. Rather, shifting 
education to a more personalized approach would 
capitalize on the personalized learning and student 
development that many schools strive for but struggle 
to provide and which is already happening beyond the 
walls of the school building. 

To understand what it would take for education to 
maximize its value to society and the individual, 
comparisons to the benefits and challenges of Assembly 
in other sectors lend helpful insights. For example, 

is it possible for education to offer the degree of 
personalization that is so appealing about streaming 
or fitness, without exacerbating inequity or increasing 
negative externalities? Is it possible for education 
to offer the degree of standardization necessary to 
prepare students to live together in community and 
society while meeting individual needs and without 
stifling individual passions? Is it possible to do all this 
and foster a more equitable system for all students? 
This is the promise of Assembly, which illustrates how a 
learning ecosystem would revolve around students and 
their individualized learning needs (Figure 3).  

Figure 3: A Student-Centered 
Framework for Assembling  
Education
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The current standardized version 
of public school places school at 
the center, with students as the 
“recipients” of education (Figure 4). 
By contrast, an Assembly-based model 
places the learner at the center, with 
providers offering services to students 
and families (Figure 5).

Figure 4: Traditional School Model

Figure 5: Vision for Assembly
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There is clearly untapped potential to customize 
schooling, but there are also many outstanding 
questions about how to do so efficiently and equitably 
while balancing individual and public interests. In this 
brief, we will explore four examples of Assembly-based 
personalization across different sectors and identify 
potential applications for education. 

The four case studies are:
• Streaming Services
• Personal Fitness
• Media Consumption
• Health Care

This analysis points to several  
high-level findings with relevance  
for public education

1. Amid long-standing challenges with student 
engagement, which were exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic-related school closures, 
Assembly-based models signal an opportunity to 
increase the relevance of school, reach students in 
new and more tailored ways, and foster community 
and participation among students who are 
disconnected from or not well served by the 
traditional school environment.

2. Assembly may be especially valuable for students 
and families who use a small number of services 
extensively, those who require a different method  
of content delivery, or those who don’t want or  
need all the services offered in the traditional 
education system. 

3. Assembly may open the door to entry by new 
providers, creating a more robust array of suppliers 
of educational experiences and potentially 
alleviating the burden on public school systems to 
meet all needs of all students.

4. Assembly can serve as a temporary or a long-term 
solution for students and families, and lower switching 
costs make this possible. Just as many consumers 
are returning to gyms after using personal fitness 
apps during the pandemic, students may need the 
“prepackaged” version of school to varying extents 
and at different points along their educational pathway. 

5. Veering from the existing “preassembled” 
education bundle is attractive but potentially risky 
for quality and equity considerations. As seen in 
health care, as well as in the current system of 
education, it’s difficult to ensure that assembled 
options are distributed equitably and that the 
resources are of high quality. An Assembly-based 
approach also does not guarantee higher quality 
and could pose a risk to traditional schools 
themselves, as seen in the decline of marquee 
fitness and media companies with the introduction 
of flexible formats.

6. For parents, students, and families, there is the risk 
that the burden of navigating additional complexity 
falls disproportionately on students and families 
furthest from opportunity. Sufficient navigational 
supports will be necessary to support such a model.

7. How options are assembled can vary widely; 
educational experiences can be assembled in a 
variety of ways to meet the needs of students, 
families, and communities.

As education leaders explore the potential of 
Assembly, important questions must be addressed 
about how this approach could affect equitable  
access, quality of offerings, return on investment, 
student outcomes, and the changing role of schools 
within communities. These and other unresolved 
questions warranting further research and analysis are 
captured at the end of this brief.
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What was the standard package? With 
traditional cable packages, customers pay one price 
for a bundled set of channel options across a wide 
spectrum of genres. The average viewer might view six 
or seven channels consistently out of the 200 offered 
yet pay a flat monthly fee.3 In addition to including 
channels they don’t regularly watch, up to 30% of a 
subscriber’s cable bill is made up of taxes and service 
fees.4 In the early 2000s, startups like Netflix and Hulu 
disrupted the space, offering an Assembly-based 
alternative in the form of streaming (Figure 6). These 
startups increased optionality for consumers at a 
lower price point. Additional streaming platforms like 
Amazon Prime and Disney+ followed, and increasingly, 
cable and broadcast networks like CBS, ESPN, and 
NBC are striving to compete by offering their own a la 
carte streaming services.5 

How was it personalized? Enabled by 
widespread availability and consumer adoption 
of broadband internet, streaming platforms were 
able to deliver on-demand and highly customized 
content for a much lower price than traditional cable. 

Streaming also drastically reduced (and in some 
cases, eliminated) the amount of time viewers spent 
watching advertisements. The first real alternative to 
cable, streaming services appealed to viewers’ desire 
for greater watching flexibility, fewer commercials, and 
lower prices. Streaming platforms like Netflix, Hulu, 
and Amazon Prime aren’t disassembled completely; 
rather, they’re smaller content bundles that customers 
mix and match to create a combination tailored to their 
viewing preferences.  

What happened? The television landscape 
has changed rapidly, especially among the youngest 
viewers. As of 2021, 78% of U.S. consumers have a 
subscription to video-on-demand services, up from 
52% in 2015,6 while cable subscriptions have fallen 
from 76% in 2015 to 56% in 2021.7 Only 34% of 
Americans ages 18-29 now get their TV through cable 
or satellite, compared with 81% of those over age 65.8 
Increasingly, open-content platforms like YouTube are 
becoming the preferred media source for younger 
generations. With more than 2 billion users worldwide, 
the platform’s popularity signals that the trend toward 
Assembly-based media has only just begun. 

Case Study 1: Streaming Services

Figure 6: Netflix Versus Cable TV Subscribers in the U.S.2
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Potential takeaways for public education

• Assembly-based education may be especially 
valuable for students and families who use a 
small number of services extensively, those who 
require a different method of content delivery, 
or those who don’t want or need all the services 
offered in the traditional education system. This 
could be the student showing an early propensity 
for and interest in engineering and robotics, the 
diverse learner who needs individualized 
instruction, or the student who would rather 
explore out-of-school learning at a community 
theater. Assembly can allow students and families 
the flexibility and freedom to engage in the 
education system in a way that best suits their 
learning needs and preferences. 

• Those who can navigate the system with ease 
(often those with resources) are more likely to 
take advantage of modular options. Streaming 
services require reliable access to high-speed 
internet, which is not universally available or 
affordable. The process of choosing from a more 
extensive menu of offerings can be overwhelming. 
As the field of education considers adopting a 
more Assembly-based approach, it will be 
important to provide education and support to 
students and families as they navigate a new, 
complex (and likely, unfamiliar) landscape. 
Assembly offers the promise of greater 
customization but, without navigational support, 
risks creating further disparities between families 
with resources versus those without.  

• Educational experiences can be assembled and 
reassembled in a variety of ways. Just as 
streaming users often subscribe to multiple 
platforms based on their personal preferences, 
students and families in an Assembly-based 
ecosystem may select which options work for them. 
While students and families may prefer a more 
traditional, fully bundled school option, others may 
want or need a highly customizable, modular option. 
Many others may want something in between. 
There is no “right” combination — only the one 
that works best for the individual student and family.

• Increased optionality for students and families 
may drive the education sector as a whole to 
greater personalization. The rise of disrupters like 
Netflix and Hulu forced all cable providers to offer 
more customized viewing options to consumers. 
Similarly, as disrupters like microschools, home 
schools, charters, and hybrid options grow in 
popularity, district schools may follow in offering 
more personalized, Assembled options for students. 
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What was the standard package? Ranging 
in price from $20/month to more than $200/month,10  
traditional gym memberships offer an abundance 
of exercise equipment, a range of fitness classes, 
and (in some cases) access to premium features like 
pools, basketball courts, and other resource-intensive 
offerings. Members may need to share machines 
during the busiest hours or check the schedule to see 
when their preferred classes are offered, but generally 
can access a wide array of fitness-related equipment 
and activities. At a flat rate, those who go to the gym 
more receive more value for their membership, while 
those who visit less often end up paying for much more 
than what they use. 

How was it personalized? Motivated by a 
desire for community and shared passion, boutique 
gyms and studios like SoulCycle,11 CrossFit,12 and 
Barry’s Bootcamp13 began to emerge in the early 2000s. 
The pandemic accelerated existing trends, further 
personalizing fitness via apps, individual instructors, 
and equipment vendors like Peloton.14 Without a 
physical location, gymgoers could access fitness 

opportunities from home, often at a lower price. Rather 
than paying for an array of services they may not use in 
a traditional gym, consumers could pay for individual 
classes in the specific type of exercise they preferred at 
a time that worked for them (Figure 7).

What happened? Americans changed the 
way they exercise. Fitness increasingly exists outside 
the confines of the gym. Individual instructors offer 
classes online via YouTube and apps, and companies 
like Peloton have seen a huge spike in sales, especially 
during the pandemic. Fitness app downloads grew by 
nearly 50% in the first half of 2020 alone, with nearly 
three in four Americans using at least one fitness app 
during quarantine.15 And these apps vastly expanded 
the fitness options available to the average user, 
offering mindfulness and meditation, dance, and 
jujutsu. According to a poll by TD Ameritrade, nearly 
six in ten Americans said they didn’t plan to renew 
their gym memberships after the pandemic.16 Through 
the elimination of the high overhead costs of gyms, 
consumers were able to save money while the market 
gave way to a wide range of direct-to-consumer 
content providers. 

Case Study 2: Personal Fitness

Figure 7: Fintess Industry Change in Revenue During Pandemic by Segment 9
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Interestingly, as the pandemic has waned, gyms have 
seen an uptick in users while apps like Peloton have 
experienced a downturn in popularity, indicating that 
with low enough switching costs, consumers will change 
their behavior to accommodate their fitness needs as 
they vary over time and as their context changes. With 
more modalities and options to consider, the market 
has become more elastic as users are able to choose 
options that best meet their needs at a given time.

Potential takeaways for public education

• Assembly-based education can serve as a 
temporary or a long-term solution for students 
and families, and lower switching costs make this 
possible. Just as many consumers are returning to 
gyms after using personal fitness apps during the 
pandemic, students may need the “prepackaged” 
version of school to varying extents along their 
educational pathway. A solution that works well for  
a student at one point in time may not be the best 
solution in perpetuity. 

• Lowering barriers to entry into the marketplace 
may increase innovation and incentivize suppliers 
to enter the market. Just as the pandemic opened 
the door for new and creative fitness alternatives, 
allowing Assembly-based educational options to 
enter the space could inspire new and creative 
solutions in educational content and delivery, 
especially those that meet the needs of a niche or 
specialized customer segment.

• Assembly offers greater cost signaling about the 
value of certain educational opportunities. As 
consumers transitioned to at-home workouts during 
the pandemic, the pricey overhead cost of large-scale 
gyms was reallocated to more providers and back 
into customers’ pockets. Schools carry significant 
overhead costs with little feedback from the market 
on their value; Assembled options present an 
opportunity to allocate school operating funds 
toward more flexible learning options, potentially 
saving money — or getting truer market signals — 
on what it costs to meet family and student needs. 
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What was the standard package? 
“Packaged” print publications like magazines and 
newspapers earned revenue by integrating the news, 
editorial content, and advertisements in a single 
publication.18 With a virtual monopoly on distribution, 
these publications were the primary recipients of 
advertising dollars. Similarly, TV (cable) and music 
(albums) bundles were dominated by broadcast 
networks and record labels, respectively, offering 
little room for new entrants to access consumers 
without going through traditional gatekeepers. Most 
consumers received their information or music from a 
small number of sources, limited to those with access 
to major distribution channels.  

How was it personalized? As the digital age 
lowered distribution costs, the dominance of traditional 
gatekeepers unraveled; advertisers were able to bypass 
them and go directly to end users.19 Consumers valued 
the ability to choose their news sources or their individual 
song selections, increasing the popularity of open 
sources like Google, Facebook, iTunes, and Spotify. 
Lower distribution costs and direct-to-consumer access 
through the internet meant that companies could earn 

revenue on targeted advertising while allowing users to 
customize their media selections.

What happened? The number of media outlets 
proliferated, with ubiquitous online content and new 
platforms emerging regularly (Figure 8). Although the 
variable costs of digital advertising are lower than print, 
advertising spending has increased as advertisers seek 
to reach highly targeted customer segments.20 The cost 
savings in the switch to digital have been diverted to 
deeply understanding customer behavior through data 
analysis. Advertising has also become more intimately 
woven into everyday life — billboards and magazine ads 
are giving way to algorithms that serve up new content, 
embedded advertising, and social influencers.21 As the 
number of media, entertainment, and information 
sources has grown, customers often consume information 
in silos that align with their partisan leaning or age 
demographic — customized to their preferences but 
not necessarily aligned with fostering an informed 
citizenry. And while media is an important channel  
for public speech and expression, ensuring that 
information in the media is accurate and of high  
quality remains an ongoing challenge.  

Case Study 3: Media Consumption

Figure 8: Changes in Modes of Media Consumption17
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Potential takeaways for public education

• Personalization may alleviate the pressure on 
schools to be all things to all students. In recent 
years, schools have increasingly become the 
packaged print publication of the education world, 
offering the general population everything they 
might possibly need. By relieving them of the 
burden of being the sole distributor of both 
academic and non-academic supports, Assembly-
based education presents an opportunity to lighten 
the load carried by schools, allowing them to focus 
more narrowly on an academic core.

• A deep understanding of the individual user’s 
needs could result in more personalized, tailored 
content. In the same way that targeted advertisers 
use algorithms to recommend goods and services 
based on our prior browsing and buying habits, 
successful education content providers can pinpoint 
and address the unique needs of their student-
users. A deviation from “standard packaging” 
allows pedagogy to become deeply personalized  
to the individual student. 

 

• Assembly still means that students engage in 
challenging learning experiences. While Assembly 
may allow students to choose from a broader array 
of content and formats that meet their needs and 
interests, this should not be synonymous with a lack 
of rigor or intellectual challenge. Education plays a 
critical role in expanding our ways of thinking and 
pushing students to consider various (sometimes 
conflicting) viewpoints. Assembly must be balanced to 
ensure students have the flexibility to explore personal 
interests and passions while maintaining exposure 
to the rich and challenging learning experiences 
that create well-rounded members of society. 

http://bellwether.org
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What was the standard package? In the 
past, most patients’ medical journey followed a similar 
path: Sick individuals visited their primary care doctor, 
who either prescribed medication or sent the severely ill  
to the hospital. From there, patients were either admitted 
for treatment or sent home. In the more distant past, 
the family doctor was the gatekeeper of all subsequent 
medical treatment (and this remains the case for many 
on HMO plans).23 Health care providers were then paid 
for by the patient or by the insurance company.

In 2002, 77% of American adults had a primary care 
doctor.24 This dropped to 75% in 2015, with more 
significant declines among younger and relatively 
healthy Americans.25 Less than 65% of 30-year-olds 
had identified a primary care physician in 2015.26 This 
may be in part due to the shortage of primary care 
physicians27 and nurses28 in the health care industry.  

 
 

How was it personalized? Starting in the 
1950s, doctors began pursuing more specialized 
pathways rather than family medicine, creating more 
health care entry points for patients. Advancements in 
technology, accelerated by COVID-19, have increased 
these points of access to care (e.g., retail clinics, 
community centers, behavioral health, home health, 
virtual). Telemedicine, asynchronous communication, 
and at-home medical testing kits have extended the 
boundaries of clinical capacity beyond traditional 
physical and geographic lines.29  

Unlike education, health care reimbursement in the 
United States is a complex braiding of private and 
public dollars. From Medicare to Medicaid to private 
insurance and self-pay, health care business models 
vary widely, exposing a limit to this comparison. The 
Affordable Care Act accelerated value-based care 
funding, reimbursing providers based on patient 
outcomes rather than services rendered, which led to 
an increase in specialty and nontherapeutic health care 
options for patients.

Case Study 4: Health Care
Tech startups are disrupting and transforming the primary care experience22

Figure 9: Unbundling the Family Doctor: Companies Targeting Primary Care

Source: CBInsights 
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What happened? Patients have alternative  
health care options now in a way they had not 
previously. There are many more direct-to-consumer 
options that provide alternate pathways to medical 
care, such as TelaDoc and Doctor on Demand.30 
Many patients have greater choice, improved quality, 
increased access, and more affordability. However, care 
coordination has become more complex as data is no 
longer centralized or easily accessible when patients 
switch between providers. To retain patients, private 
electronic medical record companies maintain their 
competitive advantage by not sharing patient records 
across systems. This led to miscommunication, unclear 
ownership, fragmented patient care, inefficiency, and, 
in some cases, poor outcomes, particularly for the 
most vulnerable populations. Greater fragmentation 
in the market created a need for more improved care 
coordination across providers. 

 

More recently, health care began rebundling disease-
specific care. Medicare and Medicaid offer prepackaged 
payment options for services related to cardiac care, 
joint replacement, oncology services, and other chronic 
diseases.31 In bundled payment options, hospitals 
receive quality-adjusted pricing for specific disease-
related surgeries, preventive medicine, and follow-
up care.32 The goal of such models is cost reduction, 
prevention, and meeting quality outcomes. Bundled 
payment options emphasize not only treating  
a disease but also maintaining overall health. 

It should be noted that the positive effects of 
Assembly-based health care are largely reserved for 
those who can afford or have access to private health 
insurance options like PPOs or EPOs. For patients 
with government-subsidized or low-cost insurance, 
the landscape looks quite different: plan options are 
different, fewer physicians are willing to accept these 
plans, and patients have less access to convenient 
options like wearables or virtual care. 

Potential takeaways for public education

• Establishing secure and accessible infrastructure 
will be critical. As student information is shared more 
broadly across providers, it will need to be both 
protected and shareable to ensure a coherent, efficient 
educational pathway for students. Just as patients 
need a health record that can be accessed by 
multiple providers, a shared learner record will allow 
for communication across all education providers. 

• The funding model will dictate the service 
delivery model. By switching to a value-based 
funding model, specialty providers were incentivized 
to enter the market and provide niche care. 
Similarly, specialty education providers may enter 
the market to serve specific populations of students 
if they’re financially incentivized to do so.

• Health care is an industry with multiple entry 
points and provider types; it represents the 
complexity and equity challenges that come with 
such a model. Despite expanding entry points for 
patients, the U.S. health care system remains 

inaccessible and inequitable for many Americans. 
Those who rely on Medicaid, for instance, often lack 
access to the highest-quality care. Education would 
be wise to heed caution when drawing lessons from 
health care to avoid replicating a dual market, in 
which high-quality services are available only to 
those who can use private insurance or personal 
funds to pay. 

• Perhaps the answer lies in reassembling existing 
services to better meet the needs of students. 
While the current standardized school package may 
not meet the needs of all students, many aspects of 
school and of education are providing valuable 
services and supports — schools and educational 
providers may consider reassembling offerings 
strategically to target subsets of students with 
shared needs, interests, or goals. 

http://bellwether.org
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Conclusion

T he case studies in this brief illustrate the 
complexities and opportunities associated with 

Assembly. While a powerful marketing and pricing tool 
in the private sector, translation to the public sector isn’t 
straightforward. It comes with significant quality and 
equity concerns, so there are simply fewer examples of 
successful personalized, Assembly-based models in the 
public sector from which to draw. Unlike cable TV or 
personal fitness, all students must be able to equitably 
participate in the education marketplace. And there are 
significant consequences when they are not. 

Moreover, many may fear that an Assembly-based model 
would present a threat to our existing educational 
institutions. Is it possible to lessen the burden on 
schools, increase efficiency, and enable customization 
while preserving long-standing institutions that continue 
to provide valuable services? Cross-sector examples 
of personalization offer important lessons learned and 
potential alternatives to the current “prepackaged” 
state of education, and yet, these may not be 
appropriate or necessary for all students. It’s important 
to provide Assembly-based education offerings 
equitably to those who benefit from them without 
abandoning a system that still works for many.  

 
Despite its challenges, Assembly-based education 
presents the opportunity to address the diverse and 
wide-ranging needs of students as the country emerges 
from a pandemic. Rather than being the gatekeepers of 
educational content, schools could serve as gateways, 
connecting students and families to an expanded array 
of content and experiences. Students whose needs 
are not being met in traditional schools may find those 
met through alternative options. Schools overburdened 
by service distribution may be able to offload many of 
these requirements and focus more time and energy on 
delivering educational content. But this can be achieved 
equitably only if parents and students are given the 
resources necessary to access high-quality educational 
options. Policymakers and system leaders must create 
the guardrails and infrastructure necessary to ensure 
that Assembly contributes to better and more  
equitable outcomes.  
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