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PROLOGUE

THE PROBLEM
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A Nation Still At Risk
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In 1966, the famous Coleman Report alerted
the American people to the unfolding tragedy of a dysfunctional
educational system. Funded by the U.S. Department of Commerce in
response to the concerns about educational inequality raised by the
civil rights movement, the Coleman Report highlighted the alarming
extent to which students from low-income minority groups were falling
behind their more fortunate counterparts, creating a nation with two
separate and radically unequal educational systems.


Seventeen years later, the National Commission on
Excellence in Education issued its report on the declining quality of
American schools in general. Titled A Nation At Risk: The
Imperative for Educational Reform, the report startled the nation with
its warning of “a rising tide of mediocrity” in our schools and its grim
declaration, “If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on
America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might
well have viewed it as an act of war.”


More than four decades have passed since the
publication of the Coleman Report, and almost three decades since A
Nation At Risk—decades of debate, dissension,
finger-pointing, and confusion. School systems around the country have
made countless attempts to improve the overall quality of education,
pursuing a wide variety of strategies. Families and communities have
turned to private schools, charter schools, magnet schools, parochial
schools, home-schooling, and a series of other attempted remedies. Major
national efforts such as the No Child Left Behind legislation
spearheaded by President George W. Bush and Senator Edward M. Kennedy
have been mounted. Hundreds of billions of dollars have been thrown at
the problem. Yet in the aggregate, the problems the Coleman Report and A
Nation At Risk identified have not been alleviated. In fact, by most
measures, they have only gotten worse.

Here are just some of the damning statistics that
illustrate how serious the problems with American education have
become—and suggest some of the causes:
	
		• Eight years after the passage of No Child Left
		Behind, the United States has four years left to reach the act’s goal of
		100 percent proficiency in math and reading—but most states currently
		hover around 20 percent or 30 percent proficiency.

		• Among thirty developed countries, the United
		States is ranked twenty-fifth in math and twenty-first in science. When
		the comparison is restricted to the top 5 percent of students, the
		United States is ranked last.

		• Barely half of African-American and Latino
		students graduate from high school. African-American students graduate
		at 51 percent, Latinos at 55 percent, while their white counterparts
		graduate at (a still lower than optimal) 76 percent. 


		• The economic costs of failing schools are
		enormous. For example, in Pennsylvania, 68 percent of state prison
		inmates are high school dropouts. The state spends $33,000 a year on
		each prisoner, and the total cost of the average prison term is
		$132,000. By contrast, the average private school costs $8,300 per
		student per year. So for the same amount, Pennsylvania could have sent a
		prison inmate to a private school from kindergarten through twelfth
		grade—and still had more than $24,000 left for college.

		• Fifty years ago, only 20 percent of high
		school graduates expected to go to college. Most of those who did would
		become doctors, lawyers, engineers, clergymen, and top corporate
		executives. The next 20 percent were expected to go straight into
		skilled jobs as accountants, managers, technicians, or bureaucrats,
		while the bottom 60 percent would become workers on farms and in
		factories, in an economy where those occupations generally paid wages
		sufficient to support a family. Based on these numbers, a system of
		tracking or grouping by ability emerged that served American school
		systems reasonably well. Today most middle-class high schools still
		track their students in this manner, even though the economy now
		requires a much higher percentage of college graduates. The gap between
		what we need and what we are producing is large, and growing. In fact,
		by the year 2020, 123 million American jobs will be in
		high-skill/high-pay occupations, from computer programming to
		bioengineering, but only 50 million Americans will be qualified to fill
		them.

		• The average college graduate earns 73 percent
		more than the average high school graduate in a lifetime. Based on this
		relationship, The Alliance for Excellent Education has 
		estimated that the approximately 1.2 million students who should have
		graduated with the college class of 2008—but failed to do so—will cost
		the nation nearly $319 billion in lost income over the course of their
		lives.

		• High school graduates on average live up to
		seven years longer than high school dropouts.

		• In 1970, the United States produced 30 percent
		of the world’s college graduates. Today it produces only 15 percent.

		• At America’s top 150 colleges, 90 percent of
		incoming freshmen come from families in the top half of U.S. annual
		income statistics.

		• Since 1971, education spending in the United
		States has more than doubled from $4,300 per student to more than $9,000
		per student (adjusted for inflation). Yet in that same time period,
		reading and math scores have remained flat in the United States, even as
		they have risen in virtually every other developed country.

		• Teachers’ unions, originally formed in the
		mid-nineteenth century, began as leading voices in the national movement
		for women’s rights and the rights of all working people. Today they are
		also major political forces. Taken together, the two biggest teachers’
		unions, the National Education Association (NEA) and the American
		Federation of Teachers (AFT), are the nation’s largest contributors to
		political campaigns. Over the past twenty years, they have given more
		than $55 million to congressional candidates and their parties, more
		than the Teamsters, the National Rifle Association, the AARP, the
		National Chamber of Commerce,  or any other
		organization. More than 90 percent of this money goes to Democrats.

		• As a profession, teachers enjoy some of the
		strongest protections of any group of workers. For example, in Illinois,
		1 in 57 doctors loses his or her medical license, and 1 in 97 attorneys
		loses his or her law license, but only 1 teacher in 2,500 has ever lost
		his or her credentials.

		• In New York state, disciplinary hearings for
		teachers last eight times longer than the average U.S. criminal case.
		The cost to the State of New York of teachers awaiting these hearings is
		$65 million a year.

		• Recent research into teacher effectiveness
		demonstrates that the performance gap between the best teachers and the
		worst teachers is far greater than commonly supposed. On average, a
		teacher in the bottom quintile of effectiveness covers only 50 percent
		of the required curriculum in a school year, while a teacher in the top
		quintile covers 150 percent. Research reflects the cumulative impact of
		the difference on a group of students over multiple years: In Dallas,
		students who had three consecutive years of effective teachers improved
		their math test scores by 21 points, while students with three years of
		ineffective teachers fell 30 points behind.

		
			• Teacher retention is a serious problem for
			many American school districts. By some estimates, approximately 40
			percent of teachers leave the profession within five years of starting
			to teach, while 50 percent leave within six years. The problem is worst
			in the neediest school districts. Nationwide, 15.2 percent of teachers
			at high-poverty schools  leave their schools
			annually, compared to 10.5 percent in low-poverty settings.
		

		
			• As a result of the teacher retention
			challenge, 20 percent of teachers in high-poverty schools are
			inexperienced, compared with 11 percent in low-poverty schools; the
			figures are 21 percent in high-minority schools and 10 percent in
			low-minority schools.
		

	



Of course, statistics alone don’t tell the story,
and numbers isolated from a social, economic, and political context can
be misleading and subject to abuse.

For example, experts disagree about the
significance of teacher retention statistics. On average,
more-experienced teachers produce better student results—but only on
average. There are teachers with many years in the classroom who are
mediocre at best, and some newcomers to the profession who are deeply
gifted and able to produce superb outcomes almost from their first days
on the job. Identifying the high performers, weeding out the low
performers, and improving the work of those in the middle ranks is the
big challenge—and as you’ll read in this book, much progress has been
made in developing tools to make this possible.

Others, especially advocates for teachers’ unions,
point to high rates of teacher turnover as an important corrective to
what they consider misleading statistics about the tiny numbers of
teachers who are removed from their jobs for incompetence. That
relatively large numbers of teachers quit the profession within a few
years indicates, they say, an important self-policing mechanism at work,
with those unsuited to teaching choosing voluntary departures. But what
both sides of this particular debate increasingly agree upon is that
teacher performance matters,  a lot; that the
(relatively small) numbers of ineffective teachers should be moved out
of the classroom; and that the many skilled and dedicated teachers
already at work in our schools need the resources, training, rewards,
and encouragement to continue and improve their efforts.

Statistics alone can tell us only so much. But
almost thirty years after A Nation At Risk, it seems very clear
that too many American schools are still failing. They are failing to
prepare students adequately for higher education and for the challenging
workplaces of the future; they are failing to produce the large numbers
of high-skilled professionals our country will need to remain
economically competitive; and they are, most egregiously, failing to
provide students from ethnic and racial minorities, as well as the
economically disadvantaged, with the intellectual tools they need to
achieve their piece of the American dream. Our nation is already
seriously stratified between haves and have-nots, the latter too often
marked from birth and given little realistic chance of catching up. For
the good of all Americans, that inequality must change—and education is
the most obvious and natural place to make that change possible.

In their remarkable documentary Waiting for
“Superman,” director Davis Guggenheim, producer Lesley Chilcott, and the
talented team of artists and craftspeople who supported them have
provided a moving, thoughtful, and inspiring contribution to the
national debate that surrounds the issue of educational reform. This
companion book, inspired by the film, attempts to offer its own
contribution. Through the insights, experiences, and wisdom of many of
America’s leading experts on education, each with a unique and uniquely
valuable perspective, we want to help inform the debate, clarify the
issues, suggest how much has already been accomplished by today’s most
gifted school reformers, and illuminate the problems that continue to
elude solution.


Perhaps most important, we hope to remind
readers—whether they are students or teachers, parents or grandparents,
policy makers or concerned citizens—that the cause of school reform is
one that affects us all . . . and that redeeming the promise of a
world-class education for all of our citizens is a cause worth
working, and fighting, for.






PART I

THE FILM
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INTRODUCTION

Waiting for “Superman”—The Story
Behind the Movie
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One of the saddest days of my life was when my
mother told me “Superman” did not exist. Cause even in the depths
of the ghetto you just thought he was coming. . . . She thought I was
crying because it’s like Santa Claus is not real. I was crying because
no one was coming with enough power to save us.

—Geoffrey Canada, Waiting for “Superman”


 



 



 




Every morning, in big cities, suburbs, and
small towns across America, parents send their children off to school
with the highest of hopes. But a shocking number of students in the
United States attend schools where they have virtually no chance of
learning—failure factories likelier to produce dropouts than college
graduates. And despite decades of well-intended reforms and huge sums of
money spent on the problem, our public schools haven’t improved markedly
since the 1970s. Why? There is an answer. And it’s not what you think.


Davis Guggenheim, director of An
Inconvenient Truth, has now directed Waiting for “Superman,”
a provocative and cogent examination of the crisis of public education
in the United States told through multiple interlocking stories—from a
handful of students and their families whose futures hang in the
balance, to the educators and reformers trying to find real and lasting
solutions within a dysfunctional system.

Tackling such politically radioactive topics as
the power of teachers’ unions and the entrenchment of school
bureaucracies, Guggenheim reveals the invisible forces that have held
back true education reform for decades.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, public
education was a cornerstone of the American way of life. As millions of
immigrant children arrived in the United States, public schools offered
them the opportunity to participate in the American dream. In contrast
to European educational models at the time, which reserved secondary
schooling for children of the elite, Americans of all economic classes
began to attend high school to prepare for white- and blue-collar jobs.
With the passage of the GI Bill after World War II, higher education was
opened up to a broader group than ever before.

In the 1950s, America’s public schools were
brimming with the promise of unlimited possibilities for the baby
boomers. But that sense of potential didn’t extend to everyone. Starting
with the U.S. Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education in
1954, public schools became a key battlefield in the fight for equality,
as school segregation was gradually and often violently dismantled.
Schools also became a sphere for playing out Cold War anxieties, as the
USSR’s launch of the space satellite Sputnik inspired a wave of
investment in America’s would-be scientists and engineers.

By the 1970s, the United States was granting a
better education to a larger percentage of its population than most of
the rest  of the world. Two hundred years after
the Declaration of Independence, the United States was well on its way
to equipping its children—regardless of their race, gender, or social
class—for stewardship of a democracy.

In the thirty years since then, however, the
steady progress of the American education system has ground to a halt.
As countries in the rest of the world have continued to advance, U.S.
reading and math scores have frozen in place. For poor and minority
students, the outlook is particularly bleak. The 1983 report A
Nation At Risk asserted that the American public education system was in
crisis. And yet wave after wave of reform and a doubling of per pupil
spending have made no apparent impact on student achievement.

By the time President George W. Bush and Senator
Ted Kennedy pushed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) to passage in
2001, most Americans agreed that the public education system was broken,
and many felt it was beyond repair. The NCLB Act required states to
conduct standardized tests in reading and math in certain grades, and
emphasized teacher quality. Although NCLB’s success has been widely
questioned and the federal government has failed to fully fund some of
its mandates, one of the by-products of the legislation was the
emergence of hard data on which schools were succeeding and which were
failing.

In some troubled neighborhoods, diamonds emerged,
as a new generation of reformers proved change really was possible. In
2010, families are flocking to those few exemplary public schools, often
competing in lotteries for admittance. Only a small fraction of them
will get in. In other neighborhoods, families don’t even have a lottery
on which to pin their hopes.
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In 1999, filmmaker Davis Guggenheim completed his
first documentary feature, The First Year, a chronicle of the
experiences of a group of novice public school teachers in charge of
their classrooms for the very first time. In the decade that followed,
Guggenheim went on to make films on a variety of topics, including the
2006 Oscar-winning hit An Inconvenient Truth, which started a
worldwide conversation about climate change.

But it was circumstances in his own family that
inspired him to revisit the subject of education. As a father of three,
the director found his ideals about public schooling bumping up against
the hard reality of his own family’s best interests. Guggenheim looked
up the test scores of his neighborhood school in Venice, California.
“They were so damning,” he says, “I thought, ‘I can’t do this.’ My
feelings about public education didn’t matter as much as my fear of
sending my kids to a failing school. And so, every morning, betraying
the ideals I thought I lived by, I drive past three public schools as I
take my kids to a private school.” Waiting for “Superman” became
a personal journey for Guggenheim, allowing the director to grapple with
these issues and their implications for other families, those with fewer
options.

Ten years after making The First Year,
Guggenheim found the landscape dramatically changed. “In 1999 the
problems in our public schools felt hopeless,” he says. “Now there are
reformers who are defying the odds and proving that it’s possible to
have an outstanding school in a troubled neighborhood.” Even in
struggling communities, we now have model public schools that send 90
percent of their students to college.

And yet, for too many neighborhoods in America,
the public schools have been failing even with the well-intended
reforms. Guggenheim documents the political forces that conspire to keep
educators from replicating successful reforms on a grander scale and
within the system. As a result, there aren’t enough spaces at good
public schools for all the children who want to attend 
them. Many of the country’s best schools admit students in the fairest
way they can—by lottery. In heartbreaking detail, Guggenheim shows how
the public school lottery process is one with real winners and losers,
as some children get a chance at a better life and many more are left .
. . waiting.

In 2008, Guggenheim and producer Lesley Chilcott
set out to find families participating in the public school lottery
process, documenting their journeys from failing neighborhood schools
to—the families hope—better opportunities. “We were looking for a way to
communicate the gravity of our education problem when we learned about
the lotteries,” says Chilcott. “It just seemed so wrong—really the
opposite of what America stands for. You can go to the store and there
are seven different kinds of peanut butter to choose from, but you don’t
get to choose your school? And when there is a good school available to
you, the way you get in is determined by a bouncing ball in a cage?”

Through school admissions officials and interviews
conducted at lottery information sessions, the filmmakers collected
information about twenty families with compelling and varied stories
before ultimately narrowing down that number to the five in the film:
Anthony, a Washington, D.C., fifth grader orphaned by drugs; Bianca, a
Harlem kindergartner whose mom is stretched to the limit paying her
Catholic school tuition; Daisy, an East Los Angeles fifth grader whose
parents didn’t finish high school; Emily, a middle-class Silicon Valley
eighth grader trying to stay off the dead-end remedial track; and
Francisco, a Bronx first grader who has already been denied entrance to
seven charter schools and has just one more chance to get out of his
overcrowded neighborhood school.

Over the course of a year, they spent multiple
days with those parents and children at locations in New York City,
Washington, D.C., and Northern and Southern California. “We ended up
with a diverse mix of families from different cities, and with different
 concerns,” Chilcott says. “But what was
interesting was what they had in common: Every parent was working for
the sake of their kids to make sure they had a better education.”

At their offices, Guggenheim and Chilcott also
hosted informal lunches for various educational experts of all
backgrounds and disciplines, peppering the meetings with questions that
helped the filmmakers find the thinkers and innovators at the leading
edge of education. They broached the taboo topics of public school
reform with such people as Washington, D.C., Schools chancellor Michelle
Rhee, Harlem Children’s Zone president and CEO Geoffrey Canada, and
Stanford University senior fellow Eric Hanushek. “You start to realize
that we do know what the problems are,” Chilcott says. “And there are
people who know how to fix them.”

With Waiting for “Superman,” Guggenheim
wanted to take the conversation beyond staid policy discussions and into
the subjects no one wanted to talk about, what he calls the
“uncomfortable truths” about public education. The film explores ugly
industry realities such as the “dance of the lemons,” when principals
can’t fire bad teachers, and so instead transfer them to another school
where they become that principal’s problem; the “rubber rooms,” where
suspended teachers wait for a hearing, often kept on salary for years,
doing nothing; and the inability of school districts to reward great
teachers due to their stifling union contracts. “As much as politicians,
reformers, and the press know what the real problems are, they’re not
going to talk about them,” Guggenheim says. “They’re politically deadly.
But the only way we’re going to address this crisis is if these
uncomfortable truths are spoken out loud. And the only person who can
say it is someone independent of the system, like maybe a documentary
filmmaker.

“For forty years we’ve poured money into the
system and it hasn’t worked, and we’ve poured great people with the best
intentions  into the system and it hasn’t
worked,” he continues. “So my feeling was, ‘Why don’t we make a movie
about the invisible forces that are keeping it from working?’ And if we
show the real human cost of the dysfunction—the kids and mothers and
fathers fighting for them—then maybe people will be outraged enough to
demand real change.”

One of the revelations of Waiting for
“Superman” is the extent of the crisis in ostensibly good suburban
schools. One student profiled in the film, Emily, is slated to attend a
well-regarded Silicon Valley high school that turns out to graduate only
65 percent of its freshmen. “When it comes to failing schools, it’s not
just ‘those kids,’ as upper-middle-class people might say,” says
Chilcott. “We’ve got a crisis at every income level and every type of
school. One of the results of our continuing to accept this present
system is that we’re not producing scientists and engineers fast enough
to keep pace with the rest of the world.”

As in An Inconvenient Truth, Guggenheim and
Chilcott found that raw data, used in context, would help convey the
depth of the crisis. After collecting and synthesizing reams of
research, the filmmakers vetted every statistic through a group of
educators and experts. Through vivid and often whimsical animations by
Brooklyn, New York, animation house Awesome + Modest, they were able to
illustrate the data with clarity and emotion.

For all its complexity, Waiting for
“Superman” came together relatively quickly. Guggenheim and Participant
Media had forged a strong relationship on An Inconvenient Truth,
and it seemed natural to reteam for a film on a shared
passion—illuminating the crisis in public education. The filmmakers
wrote a treatment in early 2008 and began shooting later that year.
During editing, they made an unusual choice for a documentary and
decided to include Guggenheim’s interview questions. “Usually you do
everything you can to cut out a person’s questions,” Guggenheim
explains. “But we wanted to let the  audience
in on that relationship between me searching for some answers and the
person I’m interviewing.”

Six-time Grammy Award-winning recording artist,
concert performer, and philanthropist John Legend composed the
heart-stirring anthem “Shine” for the movie’s closing credits. Legend’s
collaboration with the filmmakers came about serendipitously. The
singer-songwriter, who has long been committed to making a difference in
the lives of others and whose Show Me Campaign uses education to break
the cycle of poverty, was considering producing a documentary about
public education. Legend’s manager just happened to approach Guggenheim
about directing it. Guggenheim stopped him and said, “I’m actually
halfway through making that movie.” The lucky meeting resulted in a song
that both moves and mobilizes any listener who cares about children.
“‘Shine’ manages to say musically everything that we wanted to say in
this film but couldn’t,” Guggenheim says. “The first time I heard it, I
cried.”


Waiting for “Superman” makes clear that the
noble vision of America’s public schools is attainable. All children can
learn and all neighborhoods can have good schools. All that is lacking
is a country of moms and dads armed with the truth, and the conviction
to change it. “The big idea of what America is about is at stake,”
Guggenheim says. “That every kid can have a chance. And right now, at
this very moment, it’s possible to fix it.”
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Voices from Waiting for “Superman”
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“I want to go to college and get an education.
Because if I have kids, I want kids to be in this environment. Like
around here. Like, I mean, I want my kids to have better than I had.”

—Anthony, fifth grader,
Washington, D.C.



“There’s this unbelievable willingness to turn a blind eye to the
injustices that are happening to kids every single day in our schools in
the name of harmony amongst adults.”

“The question is, do we have the fortitude that
it would take as a city and as a country to make the difficult decisions
that would be necessary?”

“You wake up every morning and you know that
46,000 kids are counting on you. And that most of them are getting a
really crappy education right now and you have the ability to do
something about that.”


—Michelle Rhee, Washington, D.C.,
Schools chancellor 



“Twenty-five years ago, there was no proof that
something else worked. Well, now we know what works. We know that it’s
just a lie that disadvantaged kids can’t learn. We know that if you
apply the right accountability standards you can get fabulous results.
So why would we do something else?”

“This whole collection of people, which is
sometimes called the Blob, like out of some horror movie, has been an
impediment to reform. No individual is necessarily to blame but
collectively they are the Goliath of the system.”

“Nowadays if you don’t go to college you’re
kind of screwed in America. And America’s kind of screwed.”


—Jonathan Alter, Newsweek senior
editor




“I don’t care what I have to do. I don’t care how many jobs I have to
obtain, but she will go to college and there’s just no second-guessing
on that one. You go to college, you learn, you get your education, and
you don’t get a job—you get a career. There’s a difference.”

—Nakia, mother of Bianca,
kindergartner, Harlem



“We basically know which students are going to drop out in the next five
years. We know which schools they go to and with just a little bit of
digging we can see them raising their hands and saying ‘help.’”


—Robert Balfanz, Johns Hopkins
University 



“I kept running into this issue of, ‘Hey, you
know what, I don’t think we can do anything unless we deal with the
unions.’ ‘No, no, that’s off the table.’ ‘You can’t even bring it up?’
‘No.’ ‘Why can’t you even talk about . . . ’ ‘No. Because it’s off the
table.’ The mayors didn’t want to talk about it, the folks at the
statehouses, the governor, no one wanted to bring this up.”

“When you see a great teacher you are seeing a
work of art. You’re seeing a master and it is as, I think, as
unbelievable as seeing a great athlete or seeing a great musician.”

—Geoffrey Canada, president and
CEO of the Harlem Children’s Zone



“If in fact we could just eliminate the bottom 6 to 10 percent of our
teachers and replace them with an average teacher, we could bring the
average U.S. student up to the level of Finland, which is at the top of
the world today.”

—Eric Hanushek, Stanford
University



“We cannot sustain an economy based on innovation unless we have
citizens well educated in math, science, and engineering. If we fail at
this, we won’t be able to compete in the global economy. How strong the
country is twenty years from now and how equitable the country is twenty
years from now will be largely driven by this issue.”

—Bill Gates, co-chair and trustee,
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation; chairman, Microsoft Corp.



“I won’t give up on my kids. There’s just so many different parents out
there that want so much for their children.”


—Mari, mother of Francisco, first
grader, the Bronx 


“We have often been called a special interest
and I will never apologize for that because our special interests are
the students we teach. They are worth fighting for with every weapon in
our arsenal.”

—Randi Weingarten, American
Federation of Teachers president



“Daisy, cross your fingers.”

—Jose, father of Daisy, fifth
grader, awaiting the results of a school lottery in L.A.
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The Making of Waiting for
“Superman”

Davis Guggenheim
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Davis Guggenheim is a critically acclaimed,
Academy Award- winning director and producer whose early work includes
many television dramas, such as Deadwood, NYPD Blue, and 24.
He transitioned into directing nonfiction films with The First
Year, which aired on PBS in 2001 and won a Peabody Award. An
Inconvenient Truth, featuring former vice president Al Gore, was
theatrically distributed by Paramount in 2006 and won an Academy Award
for Best Documentary. It Might Get Loud, featuring Jimmy Page,
The Edge, and Jack White, was theatrically distributed by Sony Pictures
Classics in 2009. Guggenheim also directed Barack Obama’s biographical
film for the 2008 Democratic National Convention, as well as Obama’s
thirty-minute prime-time infomercial.

Guggenheim’s latest film, Waiting for
“Superman,” has been given theatrical distribution by Paramount. It
premiered at the 2010 Sundance Film Festival and took home the Best U.S.
Documentary Audience Award.
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I used to find it disturbing; now I just
find it amusing—that stare I get when I tell people that my next film is
about the public education system. Even the most decent people retreat
to a polite smile and fumble for something nice to say that basically
amounts to “Oh, that’s so noble.” In reality, they’re saying, “Good luck
getting people to see that one.”

The sad truth is this response is understandable.
The story of public education has been told many times over the past
forty years, and often very movingly. But on the whole, most people feel
it’s a static and hopeless story. The dark voices inside people’s heads
say, “Why open my heart to a problem that is confusing and never seems
to get any better?” or, “We’ve heard all the sob stories before, and all
we’ve accomplished is to get depressed and feel guilty.”

That is why when Diane Weyerman called from
Participant Media asking if I wanted to make a movie on the current
state of public education in America, I said I wasn’t interested. I was
flattered by the offer, but I told her I didn’t think it could be
done—at least not in a way that would make a real difference. The issue
was so complex, it was a storyteller’s quagmire.

That was in August 2007. A month later, I heard
the dark voices speaking—inside my own head. It was back-to-school week,
and I was driving the familiar route past three public schools to my
kids’ private school. Years earlier my wife and I had researched our
neighborhood public school and discovered it wasn’t up to snuff. So we
did what other parents who can afford it did: We opened up our wallets
and paid lots of money so that our kids could get a great education. But
today the voice was strong and insistent: “You’ve found a great school
for your kids—but is that enough? You’ve pulled your kids from the
system and turned your back on the problem. Your kids will be okay, but
what about other people’s children?” That last question was the worst
one of all—the one I couldn’t seem to shake.
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