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There's No Nobel 
Prize in Education 
By David Wiley 

"On November 27, 1895, Alfred Nobel signed his last will in Paris, briefly outlining 
his vision of five prizes for those who during the past year have done humanity the 
greatest service." http://www.nobel.se/ 

When Time called David Wiley 
"the mild-mannered revolution- 
ary" in 1998, he let it go straight 
to his head. Since then, David 
has been offending one person 
after another with learning 
objects and metadata, the 
beauties of Napster and the evil.. 
of intellectual property, and mix 
CDs of popular Japanese music. 
David holds a PhD in Instruc- 
tional Psychology & Technology 
from Brigham Young University, 
and after concluding a one-year 
NSF-funded postdoctoral stint, 
he now provokes students and 
exasperates colleagues in Utah 
State University's Department of 
Instructional Technology as an 
assistant professor. 

S 
ince  it is widely  be l i eved  
t h a t  e d u c a t i o n  can  pro- 
vide greater  benefits to hu- 

mani ty  than  anything else, why is it 
tha t  there is no Nobel  Prize offered 
in education? 

PICK A WINNER 
Would significant advancements  in 
education not do humanity a great ser- 
vice? I believe they would. I think that 
the main  reason there is no Nobel  
Prize in educat ion  is because there 
have  been no significant advance-  
ments in educational research in the 
last century. 

Th ink  about  it. Wha t  idea, theory, 
article, chapter,  book, dissertation, 
study, or other  piece of work has sig- 
nificantly changed the way education 
happens around the world, providing 
a great service to humanity? If not a 
single piece of work, what body of 
work due to an individual has signifi- 
can t ly  changed  the way educat ion 
happens around the world? Is your list 
sort of short? Okay, forget attribution 
to an individual. Perhaps that  restric- 
t ion is just too constraining. Wha t  
collection of work due to as many au- 
thors  as you like has s ignif icant ly 
changed the way education happens 
around the world? 

Perhaps  I ' m  actual ly  as d im as 
many Backburner readers bel ieve I 
am, but I just can ' t  think of any idea, 
person, or group of people who have  
managed to wield the kind of influ- 
ence over  educational practice that  
would do humani ty  "the greatest ser- 
vice," and therefore justify a Nobel  
Prize. And  if we can ' t  even come up 
with one person, then it makes sense 
that  they don ' t  try to hand this award 
out  a n n u a l l y  - as many  as t h r e e  
people can win at a time, meaning 
that  there could have been 300 or so 
winners from the turn of the century 
to now. (If  you disagree, and believe 
that  there have been people worthy 
of a Nobel  in education, e-mail me 
their  name and your justif ication.)  
Here 's  an exercise to try: 

Imagine that,  through a series of 
mistakes, you suddenly became rec- 
ognized as the world's leading expert  
in education. As part  of the recogni- 
tion, you would be given a pr imet ime 
spot on all of the world's television 
and radio stations and a full-page ad 
on the cover of all the world's news- 
papers. (Of  course, necessary trans- 
lation services would be provided.)  
The  nature of the mistake that  gave 
you recogni t ion was such tha t  you 
have earned complete and total  cred- 
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