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	INTRODUCTION


	Technology Sped Past Our Schools


	

		On a crisp fall morning in 1999, I found myself on a train speeding up the New England Corridor from New York City, bound for New Haven, Connecticut. It was a commuter special, cars filled with business- people, most of them nosed into their New York Times or hunched over their briefcases and laptops, lawyers poring over legal briefs, bankers sweating out spreadsheets, and knots of others engaged in quiet but intense conversations that appeared to be strategy sessions for high-stakes meetings that could spell ruin or riches by day’s end.  


		I was headed for such a meeting, one that I knew could change my life—and just maybe the face of American education. 


		Tucked into my attaché case that morning was a twenty-page plan to create a new type of school, the idea for which had originated with my attempt to find an online math course for my six-year-old daughter a few months earlier. I had discovered hundreds of supplemental math sites, but I could not find any high quality, fully formed, grade-level courses. I wanted an assessment that told me if my child took this course and passed this test that she was on par with the best students in the world’s top schools. Believing that other parents might be facing the same predicament, I became determined to create something that would put the full power of technology in the hands of parents, teachers, and students who wanted access to a rigorous, engaging, and interactive curriculum—something that would have been impossible only five years earlier.


		At that moment, I realized it was now possible to deliver a world-class education to anyone on the globe. There was no reason why students couldn’t go to school online full-time or part-time. Geography would no longer matter. Economic means would no longer matter. As long as people had access to the internet, they could receive a world-class education and become anything they wanted to be. This idealistic, chimerical dream would eventually become reality. Education would finally be individualized with regard to a student’s program, learning style, prior knowledge, and pacing. What I didn’t realize was that my idea had far-reaching implications for the nature of schooling itself. Even more broadly, it could greatly improve human capital not just in the United States but around the world. In fact, less wealthy nations that could not afford the high costs of a brick-and-mortar education stood to benefit even more than the United States. They would eventually leapfrog brick-and-mortar schools and move straight to online education in the same way many nations have skipped landlines and moved straight to cellular phones. In this vision, children everywhere would have access to the education previously only available in the best schools in developed nations. It would no longer matter whether you lived in a remote village in China or a city in Africa. If you wanted an education, you would be able to get it.


		I sketched out an idea for what I called an online school, wrote a business plan, and then contacted Bill Bennett, US Secretary of Education during the Reagan administration and one of the most visible and respected names in education. I wasn’t sure how he would react since his new book at the time, The Educated Child: A Parent’s Guide from Preschool through Eighth Grade, was about to become a national bestseller, and it specifically warned, “When you hear the next pitch about cyber-enriching your child’s education, keep one thing in mind: so far, there is no good evidence that most uses of computers significantly improve learning.”1


		I explained that technology was simply a tool to get children to the right content and teach them the necessary skills in a more engaging way. That hit a chord; Bennett perked up. As we talked, he became more enthusiastic about the possibilities of online schooling, but he wanted confirmation from a reputable expert that technology could indeed be used the way that I wanted to use it. He didn’t want to hear from just any technologist; he told me to “talk to Gelernter.”


		Gelernter was David Gelernter, professor of computer science at Yale University and the author of a terrific book, Machine Beauty: Elegance and the Heart of Technology, about how aesthetic beauty was important to the rise of personal computers. That was where I was going that fall morning in 1999, to Yale. I had read Machine Beauty and had sensed in Gelernter’s views of technology a comrade. He knew the frustrations but also the grand possibilities: 


		Good technology is terribly important to our modern economy and living standards and comfort levels, the “software crisis” is real, we do get from our fancy computers a tiny fraction of the value they are capable of delivering: we are a nation of Ferrari drivers tooling around with kinked fuel lines at fifteen miles per hour.2 


		Everything Online—Except Our Schools


		Today, it’s possible to order everything from cars to cornflakes on the internet, download music with wireless iPods, and customize our shirts as easily as our vacations—all of it by using sophisticated computer technology. The internet has made our lives more efficient. It has touched every aspect of American business and American lives. It would be simple to assume that the Ferrari has been unleashed. The idea of online education sounds simple and should be obvious and accepted by everyone.


		Yet American schools seem to have been left behind on this high-speed journey. Just about every part of our political, economic, and cultural world has joined the technology revolution except our $550-billion-a-year education system. “Many areas of American life have changed for the better during the past two decades,” said Paul Peterson, director of Harvard’s Program on Education Policy and Governance (PEPG), “except, it appears, the K-12 education system.”3


		Or consider what Frederick Hess, director of education policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute, has said:


		The emergence of near-universal computing and wireless communications, a large college-educated workforce marked by professional mobility, and information technology and accountability tools that make feasible niche services and multisite operations have radically altered the landscape. Yet schools and school districts have remained largely impervious to these advancements.4 


		In many fundamental ways, American education has not changed much over the past one hundred years, let alone the last twenty. True, many schools now have computer labs or students with laptops. For most of the day, however, computers remain idle, never integrated into the core parts of teaching and learning. They are barely on the periphery of the core educational process, let alone integral to it. It is no wonder technology has failed to have an impact on results. It is there, but on the sidelines.


		While technology has blazed a remarkable trail of transformation in the larger culture the last twenty years, our schools have not kept pace. To anyone who has spent time in a business or organization that thrives on technology, this is the American education system’s most glaring omission. Schools throughout the country have not adequately incorporated the advances in how technology can deliver information, communicate, respond, and shape learning. The ineffective use of technology has left education behind in the enormous productivity gains the US economy has achieved over the past twenty-five to fifty years. There are nearly twice as many teachers per student in the American education system today as there were in 1960, while the outcomes are practically unchanged.5It is tough to think of another sector with a similar decline in productivity. Healthcare has seen an explosion in costs, but the outcomes have certainly improved as the result of innovative drugs and procedures.


		Decades of Reform, Little Progress


		As I write this book, America—and most of the world—is faced with an economic crisis. We also face an educational crisis. As President Barack Obama said in his first inaugural address, “Our schools fail too many.”6 In fact, our national high school dropout rate is 30 percent. In our fifty largest school districts, the dropout rate is now 50 percent and almost 70 percent in some cities.7 If this is not a national tragedy, I am not sure what is. What chance do these students have at economic success? To make matters worse, barely 18 percent of American students who enter high school finish college.8 America cannot afford to have that many children dropping out of high school and not finishing college.


		In the highly competitive “flat world” described by Thomas Friedman, education is more important than ever.9 Yet America’s relative position compared to other nations is declining. In 1950, 80 percent of US jobs were unskilled. Today, that number is less than 20 percent.10 Future generations of Americans will face increasingly intense competition for jobs from workers around the globe. If America’s educational system is not up to the competition, our workforce is not up to the competition, and our economy is destined to lag behind nations with better-educated citizens.


		Education may be the only way to achieve a more equal and just society—and a more robust and globally competitive economy. The wealth of nations is now determined more by brains than by brawn. Every nation’s GDP is determined by their success in deploying their human capital, and that success is heavily influenced by the education process, both formal and informal. Nations that fail to educate their youth will experience an erosion of their economic standing in the world. Failing to educate a subsector of our population means that subsector will be denied the opportunities presented by the dynamic twenty-first-century economy. When large segments of the population have little opportunity to raise their living standards, the risk of political strife becomes much larger (as we have recently seen in the Middle East and North Africa).


		At a time when education is more important than ever, more American children than ever seem to be opting out. “Among industrialized nations,” reported the education advocacy group Education Trust, “the United States is the only country in which today’s young people are less likely than their parents to have earned a high school diploma. Reversing this trend could hardly be more urgent.”11


		The poor performance of so many American schools is even more worrisome when we consider the extraordinary reform efforts and massive infusions of money over the last two decades. Education spending has increased faster than inflation. The nation has tried charter schools, vouchers, open classrooms, uniforms, small class sizes, year-round schools, merit pay for teachers, leadership schools for administrators, and high-stakes testing. The list is long, and the needle has barely moved. The reasons underpinning the lack of progress are complex, but the common denominator is that these reforms all lack one thing: scalability.


		The reform efforts have not delivered higher student achievement. Moreover, the large increase in the number of adults per student in the system has led to underpaid educators and an underinvestment in technology, research, and student materials. The pupil–teacher ratio has fallen close to 50 percent since 1960. Thus, productivity in the education sector has fallen close to half over the last fifty years. This is an extra-ordinary decline in an era when some industries have seen a tenfold increase in productivity. To see how scalable technology can lead to greater outcomes and efficiency, we can look at almost any industry, but the steel industry in particular shows how dramatic the effect can be. Clearly, manufacturing is different from a service industry like education, but imagine if education could achieve even a portion of these gains. 


		

      Impact of Technological Advancements on the Productivity of Employees in the Steel Industry
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      Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences/US Department of Education, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d11/tables/dt11_069.asp.


    


		The Evidence So Far: Technology’s Remarkable Classroom Achievements


		In 1999, I didn’t fully appreciate the complexity of the problems facing public schools—or how fundamentally the system would resist on-line education. I had long believed that technology would transform our lives for the better, but I did not know until I looked for an online math course for my daughter how immune education had been to the benefits of technology and how far-reaching those benefits could be. 


		My meeting with David Gelernter lasted almost two hours. We discussed the state of public education in the United States relative to other nations. We agreed that public education is the country’s most valuable resource and functions as the fuel that drives our economic engine. We agreed that if the United States was going to be globally competitive for the next one hundred years, it needed the best public school system possible. 


		I explained that my mission was not to compete with the public education system but to support its promise of an excellent education for every child. The company I envisioned would create a high quality curriculum and deliver it electronically. It would be a partner for states, schools, teachers, and parents, and it would help public schools deliver customized, individualized, interactive, and engaging education to students—in any setting. 


		In fact, technology could—and would—make education more efficient, more effective, and more engaging. It would not matter where a child lived—it could be urban or rural, and it could be in the United States, the United Kingdom, or the United Arab Emirates. We would, through the internet, offer every child a world-class education, and while doing so, we could solve a multitude of education problems. (K12, the company I founded to meet the goal, now has online schools serving children in eighty-five countries.)


		The other part of the story is that online education encountered tremendous institutional resistance. We had to overcome an array of legislative obstacles, as well as a number of lawsuits. Fortunately for American students and America as a whole, there were visionary, cour-ageous school boards, legislators, governors, and educators who were willing to lead this new exciting wave in education. In the fall of 2011, K12 was in more than half of the states, touching over five hundred thousand students in individual courses and full-time programs. The number would be far larger if many of these states didn’t limit enrollment in online schools and courses. Online education is now approaching the tipping point, and the question has shifted from “Will we do this?” to “When and how will we do this?”


		Online learning is a phenomenon that’s playing out across the country. In November 2005, the North American Council on Online Learning listed 157 unique online learning programs in forty-two states, including thirty-two virtual charter schools, three online homeschool programs, and fifty-three public, noncharter virtual schools.12 That was more than five years ago—a lifetime in computer technology terms. The number has grown significantly since then. The US Department of Education’s 2004 National Education Technology Plan predicted that with the “explosive growth in the availability of online instruction and virtual schools...we may well be on our way to a new golden age in American education.”13 That age is coming quickly both in K-12 and college. The creation of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) by top universities will accelerate this trend. These MOOCs have the potential to both expand access and lower costs.


		Indeed, we are building new learning systems with the internet, creating what amounts to entirely new schools. The most dated concept in education is that technology in the classroom only means a computer on a student’s desk. The possibilities of the new paradigm are so much more advantageous. Technology is changing how curricula are delivered, how students and teachers interact, how progress is monitored, and how different methods of learning can be accommodated.


		Online education is moving from virtual schools to the classroom. In 2003, K12 was part of an experiment in Philadelphia to create an online school within a steel-and-glass building where teachers taught using an online basal curriculum that the company developed. This was an existing public middle school in a new building in a poor section of the city (see chapter 5). The then superintendent, Paul Vallas (who subsequently took over New Orleans schools), wanted to use online curriculum in a brick-and-mortar setting (even if it was steel-and-glass). All the classrooms had laptops and interactive whiteboards (big interactive computer screens that replaced chalkboards and overhead projectors) and wireless access to the internet. 


		The teachers at the school voted almost unanimously to participate in this pilot. This didn’t surprise me, but it did surprise some district officials who thought teachers would be reluctant to embrace technology and new ways of teaching. In my experience, teachers are very willing to embrace new technology—if properly introduced to it—including the latest interactive software; real-time, computer-based student assessments; and online access to high quality curriculum. The Philadelphia teachers took to it immediately. After just one year, student achievement soared: more than a 20 percent improvement in fifth-grade math and 40 percent in third-grade math. This improvement occurred without changing the faculty or the school day.


		Two years later, a different type of school was launched, in Chicago: a hybrid school, part brick-and-mortar school and part online school where students attend classes one to two days per week and do the rest online, providing them with face-to-face instruction in small groups and creating a strong social environment for the students. This school has proven to be a wonderful success, and there is now a long waiting list to enroll. K12 alone has opened thirty-five of these hybrid facilities where instruction is done both online and in the classroom. 


		Hybrid schools specifically designed for high school dropouts are demonstrating remarkable results in that they are graduating over 90 percent of the dropouts who enroll, and many of these graduates are going on to postsecondary education. Many types of hybrid schools are emerging: a flex academy—a flip school where much of the instruc-tion takes place out of the classroom, and actual classroom time is reserved for discussions and project-based learning—is an example of this. The first flex academy opened in San Francisco and offers students a completely individualized education in a brick-and-mortar setting that they attend full-time. This allows them to get the extraordinary, individualized education that can be obtained in a virtual school while having the social and custodial benefits offered by brick-and-mortar schools. These schools work for students behind grade level, at grade level, and ahead of grade level. I expect that many more new models will emerge in the coming years. 


		Technology-based education brings individualized education to classrooms, hybrid settings, and full-time virtual schools, but it’s only part of the solution. While full-time virtual schools receive much attention, they will likely serve only a small total percentage of students. The primary reason for this is that the majority of Americans do not have the custodial situation at home to do full-time online education. Additionally, many families prefer the traditional classroom setting. The biggest impact of online education will likely be in the classroom and individualized courses.


		Education’s Equalizer: Beyond Computers in the Classroom


		These experiments demonstrate how technology, when used in the right way, can trigger a transformation in the way students learn. I believe that technology is now the most powerful, scalable, and hopeful force in education reform—with nothing over the past one hundred years offering the same potential for progress. While we have learned a great deal about how it works best—financially, pedagogically, and cognitively—the most exciting part is that we are just at the beginning.


		We know, for instance, that computer equipment will never compensate for poor curriculum content. We know that young children do not retain what they have to scroll down the screen to see; they get confused when wrong answers to questions are accompanied by fancy (and fun) animation. We know that children love interactive whiteboards and that teachers feel almost liberated by their computer assistants and interactive curricula. The new software not only allows instant assessments—it can also instantly adjust to compensate for the comprehension gaps. 


		The bottom line: we can now customize and individualize education without hiring armies of tutors, and this can be achieved at scale. In other words, school districts, which do not have funds for research and development, can buy sophisticated technology services from private companies in the same way they have been buying textbooks. Technology is the greatest leveling force in education since Brown v. Board of Education, the 1954 Supreme Court case that ruled segregation in public schools to be unconstitutional.14


		In this book, I try to make an uncomplicated case for technology and show how some of the newest computer and software innovations can solve many of our oldest educational problems. Some of the advantages of the new technology that I address include:


		

			Establishing crucial links between school and afterschool programs and home


			Enabling truly individualized learning and adaptive learning that will serve children with special needs and challenge gifted students


			Empowering parents and students


			Delivering sophisticated software that can make gaming a content-rich educational experience


			Making online teacher training available 24/7


			Letting students tutor themselves with genuine twenty-four-hour access to school and curricula


			Giving teachers and parents a way to monitor individual student needs and progress


			Customizing curricula to meet not just different state standards but also the needs of the individual student, both gifted and challenged


			Giving all students access to the best resources on any topic, from anywhere in the world


			Diminishing the need for remedial education as well as individualized remediation


			Dramatically increasing early learning proficiency by the crucial third-grade year


			Saving the public school system billions of dollars as productivity improves and the need for physical buildings declines


			Significantly improving academic results for all schools


			Educating the incarcerated and reducing recidivism


			Expanding the number of courses and programs available to all students


			Creating a global education system and allowing high quality learning in the developing world


			Allowing women and other people who are oppressed to obtain an education where it might not be permitted


		


		The promise of public education can now be extended as never before—and the worrisome trends of the last thirty years can be reversed. Similarly, the universal education system that once made America the envy of the world can be revived. It is no magic bullet—and it is not simple—but thanks to the new technology, children no longer have to live in the “right” zip code to get a good public school education. They need not have to wait for a bus or travel an hour on three different subway lines to find a class in AP Calculus or Latin that their public school doesn’t offer. Students can get a world-class education as easily from their Bronx tenement as from their Nob Hill loft—and for the same price. When the tragic earthquake struck Haiti a few years back, the American school was destroyed. K12 had all the school’s students back in class online within two weeks!


		The Haiti experience is an example of learning available anytime, anywhere. Even the most persistently low-performing schools can learn to incorporate technology that will change the way their students absorb new ideas and provide more time on task. As I explain in the pages that follow, the new technology will help solve the teacher-shortage challenge, the summer-regression problem, and the credit-recovery dilemma that is one of the primary causes of our dropout crisis. No longer will stu-dents who fail a single course in the fall of a school year have to wait a full year to retake the course, dropping a whole year behind their graduating class in the process. No longer are motivated students in rural districts kept from taking courses in advanced physics or Chinese. No longer do the gifted students need to be held back or the special needs students pushed more quickly than they can comprehend. No longer will mastery of concepts and skills be limited only to those who are easy to teach in the classroom. 


		Pie in the sky? It was ten years ago, perhaps, as was the idea of carrying the contents of your office around with you. All of this was surely not part of my original plan or vision. As I worked the past decade in education, however, the potential of technology to revolutionize our public school system kept revealing itself. Yes, I am well aware of the promises made by other technologists—in 1926 Thomas Edison predicted that film would “revolutionize” education.15 Similar predictions were made for television, but they failed because they did not offer what the new technology does: access to a customized, engaging, and interactive world-class education. 


		We have focused on building an educational network that joins the best of technology with a world-class curriculum because I believe those are the essential elements of a twenty-first-century education. I called my company K12 because I knew this new approach could work for every child at every stage of education. The business has been exhilarating, as most start-up ventures are, but the most exciting and rewarding part is contributing to a revolution that can benefit society in so many ways. 


		Indeed, we are still at the earliest stage of creating a new model for American education, centered on technological innovation. The computer and the internet are an order of technological innovation the magnitude of which hasn’t been seen since the printing press. In fact, the computer revolution is the joining of Gutenberg and Gates—and everything in between. We don’t have a choice about new technologies; we have to be ready to know how to use them when they arrive—as they inevitably will. This book will help in that transformation. 


		For the first time in history, we can provide education to the public without having to erect thousands of buildings. The quick transition from dial-up to broadband to wireless in less than a decade has sealed the deal, even for our education system, which has been notoriously slow in seizing the opportunities presented by technological progress. It is the technology era; virtual reality is a reality. 


		A Blueprint for Technology Revolution in Schools


		So, how do we best use technology to educate our children? I answer that question in the pages that follow.


		I have learned a great deal about education in the past decade, and I have more confidence than ever that school systems can evolve to meet the demands of the twenty-first century. Is it the perfect public school system? No, but to borrow from our Founding Fathers, it is more perfect than what has preceded it. 


		With economic opportunity increasingly driven by knowledge and critical thinking, never before have the stakes been so high. Never before have stakeholders had such a range of opportunities to obtain a rigorous, first-class education—not just as consumers but as providers.For that reason, this book has been written with these stakeholders in mind:


		

      	
Parents: Technology will unite school and afterschool with home as never before. With online schools, parents will have a detailed understanding of their child’s education and what they are being taught, regardless of whether that school is in their living room or in a building across town. Parental empowerment goes much beyond that, of course, since the internet gives you access to a multitude of educational options. If your children are not getting the education that you believe they need, you will have many full-time and part-time options to choose from.


      	
Educators: Teachers will get a more detailed understanding of online schools and how to use them to maximize educational achievement. You will see that there is no reason to fear technology but that it is a wonderful—and liberating—ally in the task of teaching. Technology-based curriculum can be used in the classroom to produce remarkable results, providing you use it correctly. Differentiated instruction will finally become a reality. In fact, it will be completely individualized. Adaptive assessments will allow more accurate measures of learning gains.


      	
Administrators: School leaders, from superintendents to principals, will receive broad-based exposure to the role of technology in education and emerge with ideas on how you can use it to raise student achievement and do so cost effectively. Technology can greatly help schools do more with less, as is being necessitated by the current fiscal crisis in most states.


      	
Policy makers: Almost every state and school district in the country is currently trying to understand how technology can lower costs, improve education outcomes, and meet the needs of students for flexibility and increased course offerings. This book highlights best practices in technology, virtual education, and online learning, with the idea of helping policy makers understand what works and doesn’t work and showing how technology can improve school systems without unleashing strong institutional resistance.


      	
University leaders: Technology is already revolutionizing higher education. This book offers postsecondary leaders insights into developments at the elementary and secondary education level, so you can fashion better relationships between high school and beyond. It also provides a roadmap for a more cost-effective college education. With the creation of MOOCs, college educ-ation is rapidly changing and there is no turning back.


    


		As someone who runs a business centered on education, I know that no education experiment can have a lasting effect if it does not raise student achievement. Too often, however, when businesspeople look at education, they only want to measure customer and market satisfaction statistics. For K12, those metrics have been off the charts. What’s more meaningful are student test-score growth and achievement, reduced dropout rates, and increased learning—the real bottom line for any education enterprise. 


		We may not be ready for “Beam me up, Scotty,” but we can squeeze an extraordinary amount of data into our portable flash drives, including a world-class education. In order to seize the opportunities presented by this new environment, we do not need new laws—only new understandings about how to most effectively use these amazing new tools to educate our children. This book is a roadmap for how we can do so. 
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    WHY WE CAN'T WAIT ANY LONGER


	


	

		The rallying cry for American education reform traces back to a slim report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education released in 1983. A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform warned that “the educational foundations of our society are...being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people.”1


		One other memorable line still resonates: “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.”2


		The sixty-five-page report, with its explosive rhetoric and dire conclusions, touched a national nerve and unleashed an unprecedented wave of education reform efforts and actions. 


		In the intervening years, the United States has poured billions more dollars into schools, hiring new teachers, offering more incentives for professional development and more pay for teachers who stay longer. Average class size in the United States dropped by more than one-third—from twenty-three students per teacher to fourteen—between 1991 and 1999. Between 1971 and 2001, the percentage of teachers holding advanced degrees more than doubled, from 27.5 percent to 56.8 percent. The average teacher in 2001 had fourteen years of experience, compared with eight years of experience in 1971. It was an impressive—and extremely expensive—effort.3


		A Nation Still at Risk?


		Unfortunately, all the spending does not seem to have significantly raised student achievement. This is not a surprise. There are no studies that strongly correlate money spent with improved student performance. Indeed, most studies show little relationship at all. 


		From 1971 to 2001, overall student achievement stayed more or less the same. It’s possible that, in the absence of the increased spending, the results would have declined over that period, but it’s also possible that the money did little to improve educational outcomes. What’s clear is that progress was not proportional to the money spent.


		Scores on the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP), which is often referred to as the nation’s report card, have been flat since the 1970s. The average seventeen-year-old student’s score on the NAEP reading test was 285 in 2004, exactly the same as in 1971. Math results are no different, going from a score of 304 in 1973 to 307 in 2004. “Despite twenty years of agitation and reform, much of it sparked by the Risk report,” said Paul Peterson, of Harvard University, “student achievement has at best stagnated, if not declined.”4


		Similarly, scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (the infamous SAT), taken by college-bound high school students, have not improved much. SAT scores in reading dropped from 537 in 1970 to 507 in 2003. Math SAT scores have inched up from 512 in 1970 to 519 in 2003.5 Given the reduction in class sizes (and thus more individualized attention from teachers), these results are unimpressive. While SAT scores are not a comprehensive measurement of a quality education, they are a valuable indicator of how students are performing and also an indicator of college headlines.


		There are other concerns besides standardized test scores. Many students enter college unprepared. According to the 2008 NAEP test, a significant percentage of twelfth graders were not proficient in math or in reading.6 More alarming, said Jay Greene, professor of education reform at the University of Arkansas, is the fact that almost half of the students who do graduate from high school are essentially ineligible for a four-year college because they have not taken the minimal coursework required for admission to virtually any four-year institution. According to the American College Testing (ACT) program, which has been administering a math, science, and English test to high school seniors since 1959, the nation has a “college readiness crisis”: only one-fourth of the students who took the test recently met the readiness benchmark.7 (The remediation is already beginning online, as that forum is less expensive and can be done before the student matriculates.)


		Perhaps more troubling is that the United States is falling further behind other countries where school systems are improving. In fact, the Risk report exclaimed rather bluntly in 1983 that “what was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur—others are matching and surpassing our educational attainments.” Unfortunately, this report prediction has come true.


		This is an enormous blow because the United States at one time led the world by a large margin in educational attainment and achievement. The International Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEEA) has administered tests of math and science in countries around the world since the 1960s. And while our scores have remained pretty constant (the same flat line as indicated in the NAEP and SAT), other countries have charged ahead. American students are now scoring below those from Singapore, Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, and the Netherlands on the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and other international exams.8


		The United States was the first country to offer universal elementary education and the first to make an attempt to offer secondary education to all citizens. As late as 1970, a higher percentage of US teenagers completed secondary education than did their peers in any other nation. Today, the United States falls in the middle of the pack.9Even those who do go to college are, increasingly, not finishing. Nationally, fewer than 20 percent of high school freshmen will go on to finish college. No wonder the Education Trust concluded that the United States is alone among industrialized countries whose children will not be better educated than their parents. 


		America has fallen into a vicious cycle. As the country loses ground to other countries on test scores, we have also lost the ability to keep children in school. High school dropout rates are appalling, approaching 70 percent in some of our inner cities. While the 2012 report showed some improvement, the rates are still too high.10


    

      US Dropout Rate in 2005
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      Source: America’s Promise Alliance, Cities in Crisis 2009: Closing the Graduation Gap, Editorial Projects in Education Research Center (April 2009). 


    


    

      Highest Dropout Rates in US Cities in 2005
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      Source: America’s Promise Alliance, Cities in Crisis 2009: Closing the Graduation Gap, Editorial Projects in Education Research Center (April 2009).


    


		Even more alarming is that these numbers do not include the students who drop out before high school or are not officially listed as dropouts. Los Angeles Times columnist Tim Rutten wrote about the City of Angels’ Unified School District in July of 2008.


		We’ve all become so inured to the unending stream of dreary and dispiriting news that Thursday’s horrific report on the high school dropout rate came and went with barely a civic whimper.... In an economy that increasingly rewards participation in knowledge-based industries, failure to graduate from high school is a virtual guarantor of perpetual helotry.11


		As Rutten pointed out, the social cost of our dropout crisis is monumental: a high school graduate is 20 percent less likely to commit a violent crime than a dropout is, 11 percent less likely to commit a crime against property, and 12 percent less likely to be arrested for breaking the drug laws.12


		All of these numbers hit African American and Latino students much harder than Caucasian students, which is why so much of education reform is about civil rights. “Despite concerted efforts by educators,” reported the New York Times in 2006, “the test-score gaps are so large that, on average, African-American and Hispanic students in high school can read and do arithmetic at only the average level of whites in junior high school.”13 The US Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, rightly called this gap the modern era’s civil rights challenge. The infamous digital divide, which refers to the gap between different racial and economic groups in accessing digital and information technology, is more important than ever.14


		As grim as these statistics are, there is a larger peril. American schools are not producing the skilled labor and lifelong learners with twenty-first-century skills that are a cornerstone of America’s future prosperity. In 1950, when most of American jobs were unskilled, failing to graduate from high school might have been less consequential. Today, with only a small percentage of jobs being unskilled, the consequences could be catastrophic—we are essentially committing millions of children to a lifetime of poverty.


		According to a study by the Alliance for Excellent Education, “The nation would save approximately $45 billion if it could cut the number of dropouts in half.” The Alliance study showed that “if high school dropouts who currently head households in the United States had earned their diplomas, the US economy would have benefited from an additional $74 billion in wealth accumulated by families.”15


		The Need Is Greater than Ever


		It’s increasingly difficult to realize the American dream without a quality education, particularly for children from impoverished areas and rural areas, and all of us should find it appalling that a good education is the exception, not the norm. The effect is to leave these kids far behind their counterparts in higher-performing schools. If underperforming schools can improve (and closing the digital divide can spark the improvements), the benefits will be felt in communities throughout the world. Absent these improvements, countless children will be ill prepared to seize the opportunities of the knowledge economy. 


		There have been many harsh critics who say the US education system is steadily sliding into mediocrity. While I don’t believe we are in a state of absolute decline, we are clearly in a state of relative decline. The facts are that we were quantum leaps ahead of the rest of the world; now that education is more important than it ever was, the world has caught up. This is a frightening realization for Americans in an increasingly flat world—a realization compounded by the fact that the United States may no longer be the benefactor of the world’s brain drain. More and more students and entrepreneurs stay in China, India, and other fast-growing nations because they believe the opportunities there are perhaps more promising than they are in the United States. Plus, it is difficult to obtain a visa to stay here. Having highly educated foreigners leave the United States is a dramatic change from where we were twenty years ago. If we can no longer import or produce high quality human capital, our economic prosperity is in peril.


		In an era of global economic competition, America’s schools need—at a minimum—to measure up to those in other nations. There is a need to take a quantum leap akin to the launch of universal free education a century ago, which built one of the most skilled and powerful engines of human capital in history. 


		If America is going to remain a great nation—that “shining city on a hill” that President Reagan alluded to—a world-class education system is essential, so this dream that many of us have lived will be possible for the next generation of Americans. The next generation of entrepreneurs impacting our world will be created by our current education system, and we need a system that equips them with the knowledge, talents, skills, values, drive, and vision to be entrepreneurs—or anything they want to be. Nations that fail to do this will not remain globally competitive.
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    WHY WE DON’T CHANGE


	


	

		In the services-driven, information-age economy, the premium attached to a rigorous education is greater than ever. The increasing value placed on skills is the major factor in increasing income disparity, yet the American public school system isn’t keeping pace with the dynamism of the US economy. While the United States spends more per student than any other country, SAT and NAEP scores are flat, and other nations are moving forward as the United States remains stagnant. On almost every indicator of student achievement, American students are falling further behind. Almost 30 percent of children don’t even finish high school. Productivity in education has fallen almost 50 percent.1 In a nation that has achieved so much progress over the past fifty years, what is truly remarkable is that education has failed to advance at the same rate. The reasons why are complex and not always clear.


		What is clear is that the money and effort pumped into the US public education system over the last twenty years has altered the course of the ship a few degrees, but it has not turned the ship around nor sped it up. Why? This is the crucial question for any education reformer—teacher, parent, and policy maker—to ask. 


		The first thing to know is how big the ship is. After healthcare, public education is the largest single part of our economy and of government expenditures, accounting for over $500 billion in expenditures, before the recent Obama stimulus.2 There are so many well-entrenched interests and so many ingrained habits that it is difficult to find the engine room, much less the bridge.


		

      Total Government Spending: $6.3 Trillion for Fiscal Year 2012


      [image: 13853.png]

      Source: The Office of Management and Budget and the United States Census Bureau, compiled by http://www.usgovernmentspending.com.


    


		There are now 3.3 million teachers in some ninety-seven thousand elementary and secondary public schools teaching over fifty million students—all of it regulated by fourteen thousand different boards of education, fifty different state legislatures, and the US Congress.3
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