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PRAISE FOR 
AMERICAN EDUCATIONAL EXCELLENCE







From kindergarten to higher education, the American education system is being challenged, and in some ways dismantled, in an unprecedented manner.


We hear a lot about the system from politicians and educators, but all too little from the entrepreneurs and businesspeople who employ, foster, and ultimately rely on the graduates of our system. Kenan Sahin’s insightful and important book focuses on the true value of American education: its excellence in forging creative, free-thinking innovators who have made American productivity the envy of the world. Before forming your conclusion on what should be done in US education, read this book!


—Robert Buderi


Former Editor-in-Chief, MIT Technology Review


Author, Where Futures Converge


As insightfully as Alexis de Tocqueville observed America’s strength deriving from its spirit of collective individuality and self-reliance, Sahin sees American education as a manifestation of that same enduring historical culture.


By examining the history of education in the US he draws important parallels with the evolution of the country itself such that while America’s educational system is fundamental to its success, the reverse is equally true.


This book is full of unexpected insights. Some criticisms of American education, especially of K-12, Sahin argues are actually strengths. While education in America looks chaotic—and it often is—there is also a valuable evolutionary self-organizing character to it which allows for a more robust meritocracy grounded in inventiveness and self-motivation, which maps directly into US entrepreneurship and reflects family values and independent thinking.


—Robert Millard


Former Chairman, MIT Board


“American educational excellence” is a phrase that might appear oxymoronic to many contemporary readers. But in a cultural moment when American schools, teaching and learning practices, and their outputs are increasingly the targets of critics across ideological and political spectra, Kenan Sahin asks us to reconsider—and, indeed, celebrate—the merits of the American educational ecosystem.


In this lively book, equal parts historical analysis, reflective memoir, and data-driven policy prescription, Sahin encourages his readers to think differently about measuring success and failure in American education. Rather than fixate narrowly on American students’ disappointing relative performances on international assessments of knowledge acquisition, he argues for widening the critical lens that we train on educational outcomes.


Drawing on a lifetime of formative personal experiences in academia, in the private sector, and in the nonprofit world, Sahin illuminates the valuable lessons in the American educational experience that are inculcated outside of standard academic curricula and pedagogy. These lessons are difficult to see—and harder to measure—but have nevertheless produced remarkable longitudinal outcomes in innovation, civic engagement, and economic productivity. Flexibility and adaptability; a willingness to challenge authority; collaborative skills; and an entrepreneurial ethos—these are the values and habits of mind that American students absorb and ultimately carry from schoolhouses and playing fields to civic forums and to myriad enterprises, translating rigorous and informal learning into lives of innovation and engagement.


“Start with the values,” Sahin advises his readers, “and the virtues of the ongoing American experiment in education will become apparent.” Start by reading this book, and you will see the virtues of that experiment with fresh eyes.


—David Allen Cole, PhD


President, Science History Institute


Author, The Power of Innovation
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INTRODUCTION





The Challenge in The Hague


I never planned to write this book about American education. The seed was planted during a dramatic moment at a conference in The Hague, organized by the Council on Competitiveness. As I listened to the speaker before me—an “expert” on the US educational system—I felt my temperature rising. He methodically dismantled American education, presenting it as an impediment to US competitiveness and innovation, his slides packed with STEM statistics showing American high school students lagging behind their global peers.


When my turn came, I abandoned my prepared remarks on innovation. Looking out at the skeptical faces of high-level European attendees, I made what I knew would be a provocative declaration: Engineers with a US college education, especially those who went through the American primary and secondary school system (i.e., kindergarten through high school [K–12]), are better trained and more effective than engineers educated elsewhere. The reaction was immediate—backs straightened, eyebrows raised, and several officials leaned forward in their chairs. I had challenged their deeply held belief in the superiority of European education, a belief that the previous American “expert” had just reinforced.


That moment crystallized something I had observed over decades but had never articulated so boldly: The excellence of American education is profoundly misunderstood, even by many Americans. The real strength of our system lies not in standardized test scores but in how it develops individuals who can innovate, lead, and thrive in our unique democracy and market-based economy.


Why This Book, Why Now


The criticisms I countered that day in The Hague have not diminished—they have intensified. Today, we face a chorus of voices—from education experts to politicians, from business leaders to the media—all proclaiming a crisis in American education.


Yet, in my roles as student, professor, entrepreneur, executive, and board member across multiple institutions, I’ve witnessed firsthand how American education—from kindergarten through doctorate-level studies—creates something unique and powerful. Despite its apparent messiness and decentralization, this system produces graduates who drive the world’s most innovative economy and most resilient democracy.


Critics of the US educational system often base their arguments on international test score comparisons of high school students. More valid metrics should focus on outcomes for our democracy and market capitalism, particularly the performance of our college/university network in terms of robustness, rigor, disciplinary variety, research output, innovation, publications, and new fields created. It is this college/university network—intimately intertwined with our governmental institutions and industry—that should be the real focus of evaluation, not just K–12 metrics. I hope the perspectives in this book will lead readers to a more balanced assessment of US education.


This balanced perspective becomes even more crucial as artificial intelligence (AI)—rapidly evolving into artificial general intelligence, coupled with quantum computing—stands poised to radically transform education. In this transformation, directing AI toward the real essence of educational systems could make graduates even more effective as citizens, entrepreneurs, leaders, and parents.


If we focus on the wrong metrics, we risk producing graduates unable to operate in the complex world AI is creating—emotionally ill-prepared and increasingly unwilling to participate in societal governance. Even before AI’s arrival, social media fostered loneliness, hopelessness, and despair, all during the most prosperous period in human history, with even those on the lower rungs of the wealth ladder enjoying living standards comparable to medieval royalty.


A Unique Vantage Point


My perspective on American education is perhaps unusual. I first experienced the education system at Robert College, the oldest continuously operating US school abroad—chartered in New York State but operating in Istanbul, Türkiye. Founded in 1863, it had undergone many transformations by the time I attended. During my years there, it comprised Robert Academy (equivalent to a US middle school), Robert Lycée high school, and a four-year college. Instruction was primarily in English, with a headmaster, president, and mostly American teachers. As a boarder, I started in Anderson Hall before moving to Theodorus Hall, and the auditorium was in Albert Long Hall. The campus rivaled some of the best in the US. This gave me an American education in Istanbul after completing elementary school in my hometown.


After Robert Academy, I won an AFS scholarship to study as an exchange student at Inglewood High in California, living with a middle-class family. That year provided direct participation in American educational practice—from coursework to selling hot dogs at football games to being elected vice president of the student council.


My journey continued through MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for both my undergraduate and doctoral studies, followed by nearly twenty years teaching undergraduate and graduate students at various universities, including MIT’s Sloan Fellows program for mid-career executives from around the world. Wanting to test academic theories in the real world, I founded Kenan Systems with $1,000, growing it to a global enterprise with one thousand employees before its acquisition by Lucent/Bell Labs for $1.5 billion. This led to my roles as vice president at Bell Labs and group president of a Lucent business. Throughout, I continued to serve on the MIT board, where I am currently a life member emeritus.


After returning to Boston, I founded TIAX and CAMX Power, gaining further perspective on how American education translates into industrial innovation and success. While TIAX began as a small company, it soon acquired the Technology and Innovation (T&I) unit of Arthur D. Little, Inc. (ADL)—founded in 1886 by MIT-trained chemist Mr. Little. ADL was the first technology development and consulting company in the US. Per Little’s will, it was gifted to MIT upon his death in 1935. MIT directed it until the 1950s, when it was spun off as more or less the original ADL, which is essentially what the T&I unit was. The company later developed a global management consulting practice spanning thirty-five countries, while the “classical” ADL (the T&I unit) continued operating nearly fifty laboratories in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with about three hundred highly trained professionals, many with PhDs.


After 116 years of continuous operations, ADL became insolvent in 2002 and was broken into five units, which were sold at auction. TIAX was the only bidder for the T&I unit, and immediately after the auction, as TIAX’s president and founder, I hired all three hundred staff members from the former unit. Unexpectedly, I became president of this distinguished group. I successfully recruited Dr. Charles Vest, then MIT’s president, to chair an advisory board I established. He served for five years until leaving MIT to become president of the National Academy of Engineering. In 2014, I spun out CAMX Power to focus on advanced materials for and the design of lithium-ion batteries. I continue to run both companies.


I mention these experiences not to highlight my career but to underscore my unique vantage points for assessing the American educational system’s output. I can confidently attribute my success to the excellent American-style education I received at Robert Academy and the actual in situ American education at Inglewood High School and MIT through its doctoral program.


But that would make me a sample of one. In my various roles at the companies I founded and managed, I hired or was directly involved in hiring thousands of employees, remaining active in their performance reviews afterward.


Based on my deep appreciation for the American educational system, I developed a hiring model that proved exceptionally successful.


In undergraduate programs, the difference between majors, such as electrical, mechanical, or civil engineering, amounts to just a few courses—perhaps a semester’s worth. Even two semesters is a relatively brief time. Students often change majors and quickly adapt to new requirements, sometimes transitioning between engineering and business administration.


When I moved from academia to industry, I was surprised by the industrial hiring model: detailed job descriptions followed by applicants listing relevant experience, with more years deemed better.


Drawing on my academic observations, I reversed this approach: aptitude first, then attitude (positive, team-oriented, can-do mindset), willingness to learn and well-developed learning tools, and, finally, experience. I called this the AAWE hiring model. The results were remarkable. Many former Kenan Systems employees who later held hiring positions elsewhere have consistently validated this model’s success. While certain specialties require domain experience (one wouldn’t hire an English major for an engineering job), even in those cases, prioritizing the first three components before evaluating experience yielded better results than making experience the primary hiring criterion, as in traditional industrial hiring.


In retrospect, this model’s success validates the entire US educational system—K–12 to college (what I’ll abbreviate as K12C)—in providing tools to cope with and participate in our complex society. When high school graduates leave their homes’ comfort and security for a bewildering college environment, K–12 education has equipped them for these socially demanding and academically intense years, often spent living on campus. Together, K12C prepares graduates to be effective members of society, communities, and families, as well as valuable contributors to the companies they join.


The Real Story of American Education


To restate: American education’s excellence isn’t about test scores or standardized metrics—it’s about creating a system aligned with American values that produces graduates who thrive in both democracy and market capitalism. Our educational system, from kindergarten through doctorate-level studies, is a sophisticated engine developing not just knowledge but also the ability to innovate, lead, and adapt.


Consider this: While the US represents only 4.2 percent of the world’s population, in 2024, we generated 27 percent of global gross domestic product. Our universities dominate global rankings, with fifty-six of the top one hundred being American. The companies transforming our world, such as Amazon, Apple, Google, Microsoft, Netflix, and Meta, are overwhelmingly founded and led by products of American education. This is not a coincidence but the result of an educational system that develops far more than technical knowledge.


This system remains widely misunderstood and often maligned, especially within America itself. Critics point to international test scores, lamenting our students’ performance in math and science compared to other nations. Those critics measure the wrong things—it’s like judging a smartphone solely by its ability to make phone calls and ignoring its computational power and transformative capabilities. If our system were truly inferior, why would so many international students seek education in the US? Currently, about 5 percent of nearly twenty million college enrollees are international students. If the floodgates were opened—there are formal and informal limits on foreign admissions—that percentage would increase dramatically, despite the extraordinarily high US tuition compared to other countries.


Why This Matters Now


We stand at a critical juncture in American education. The rise of AI, which, as an MIT undergraduate, I’ve watched evolve from its earliest days to today’s ChatGPT, threatens to upend traditional educational models. The pandemic has exposed both weaknesses and surprising strengths in our system. Global competition, particularly from China, has intensified debates about American competitiveness. Other major challenges include dramatic changes in the family unit, greater parental participation in children’s educational experiences, and a significant rise in the number of students with special needs accompanied by even greater parental involvement.


Yet, ironically, at this moment, when our educational system’s strengths are most crucial, critics have grown louder, armed with international test scores and headlines about student debt, clamoring to turn high schools into STEM schools and arguing that fewer students should attend college in favor of vocational training to better serve US industry. They are missing the forest for the trees.


What You’ll Find in This Book


This book tells the story of American educational excellence through a composite lens—combining historical analysis, personal experience, and an examination of how education, democracy, and market capitalism intertwine. We will explore how American values such as initiative, innovation, and community involvement have shaped our educational system and how that system, in turn, strengthens these values.


I have organized this journey into ten chapters that build upon each other to reveal the multiple sources of American educational excellence. We’ll start with the fundamental American values that underpin many pillars—from our democracy to our educational system. Then, we’ll trace how these values shaped our educational institutions’ evolution, explore their unique business models (which are far more sophisticated than critics understand), and examine how they produce graduates who thrive in both democracy and market capitalism.


But this book is not merely a celebration of American education. We will also confront the challenges it faces—from the changed structure of American families to the crisis of educational costs to the growing challenge of learning disabilities. And we will explore how the very strengths that make our system excellent can help us overcome these challenges.


My goal is not to defend American education against its critics—it is to sharply underscore its excellence and show how understanding this excellence is crucial for preserving it. Whether you are an educator, parent, policymaker, or simply someone who cares about America’s future, I believe this perspective can change how you think about American education—and I hope it will.




 




CHAPTER 1


About American Values—the Foundation of Educational Excellence





Why Values Matter: The Framework of American Education


Why begin with values? Because they are the foundation of American democracy, market-based capitalism, and the educational systems that have organically emerged from these and now exist in profound symbiosis. American values form the backbone—or, in more academic terms, the “framework”—of these systems. These values aren’t abstract concepts; they actively shape how Americans teach, learn, innovate, form families, and create institutions.


These values create not just an educational system but also an ecosystem where learning, innovation, and personal growth naturally flourish. I’ll highlight some key values below. There are many more, but a comprehensive list isn’t necessary to support this book’s main thesis. Also, the order in which I identify these values isn’t based on primacy but aims to create a coherent narrative.


Take Initiative, Start Up, Scale Up: The American Drive


The United States is fundamentally a grassroots society—action-oriented and organized from the bottom up with middle-out action. From the first settlers onward, it has been a place of fresh starts for people who came from everywhere seeking opportunity, such as the Pilgrims and later streams of immigrants. This wasn’t just a matter of choice—it was often necessity, as the United States was initially substantially wilderness. Yes, many Native American tribes were present, but they weren’t large-scale farmers or settlers. In contrast, newcomers wanted to build towns and cities, following the patterns they’d left behind.


I witnessed this spirit of initiative firsthand during my time as an exchange student in California. I marveled at how California seemed to have sprung up in just a few decades with beautiful communities featuring manicured gardens, a bewildering array of highways (or freeways, as they’re called in the US) that intertwined as engineering feats, and Disneyland, which had emerged from the imagination of a “settler” who gave mice personalities and made Mickey Mouse beloved when hardly anyone cared for ordinary mice—and still don’t! And then there were the movie studios. Not far away was Las Vegas, which had risen from desert land even faster than Los Angeles or San Francisco.
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