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To Bhavna and her keen sense of injustice.





PROLOGUE


Everyone who decides to give money away makes missteps. A long time ago, I contributed to a passionate and well-meaning low-income housing initiative. I read their proposal, met with them, went to their church, walked the blocks that were going to be transformed, and wrote a check—a big one. Many years later, all I had bought with it was a raft of lost promises, intricate excuses, and bewilderment about where the funds went.


I licked my wounds. In due time, my interest in doing something to help my hometown of Philadelphia slowly migrated to education. Again, I chose to accomplish this by writing more checks. My wife, Bhavna, and I identified four exceptional public high school students from low-income schools and informed them we were going to help pay for their four years of college. To celebrate our candidates, I arranged to host a dinner with them at a popular and well-known restaurant to commemorate this auspicious beginning.


One thing you need to know about me is I’m seriously, clinically sentimental. I keep all the napkins I write ideas down on. Sunsets are a must on vacation. My house is filled with photos from every moment in my family’s history. I keep a special bottle of Champagne for every script I complete. This list of sentimental rituals is long and getting longer; this dinner was going to become one of them. My wife and I were going to have an inspiring dinner with exceptional kids that were one day going to change the city of Philadelphia.


This is not what happened.


Bhavna and I waited at the restaurant as one by one the scholarship awardees arrived. One was escorted in by a very suspicious and protective aunt. The aunt clearly didn’t want to leave, but eventually relented. So there we were, Bhavna, me, our awardees, and utter silence. I am considered a loquacious guy. I sallied forth with my best icebreakers and never-fail-me jokes. These had no effect.


I took stock of our guests. All four stared with hurt, pained eyes. Through the course of the barely eaten meal, a few morsels of information spilled from their otherwise sewn-shut lips. The most important was this: They were scared and unprepared for college. These children were not ready. They were deeply struggling. They were suspicious of Bhavna and me, and suspicious of the world.


That’s when I began to recall things from their applications and letters, things that I had chosen to ignore. The uneven scores in their academics. The low percentiles of their standardized test scores as compared to public school kids not in the inner city. I remembered the darkness that stained their letters. The system had failed them and shoved them out the door with ribbons saying they had won.


It didn’t take much to see that the immediate future for them would be very difficult and they would feel every day like they were barely breathing. As they shook our hands politely and left, Bhavna looked at me and saw I was shaken. I was looking to be inspired. These children needed saving, but our money wasn’t going to do the trick. The system had beaten them badly enough that no amount of money could undo the scars.


There are moments when you think you are somewhere on a road close to your destination until you see a road sign that tells you that you have drastically miscalculated the length of your journey. Bhavna and I left that restaurant feeling as so many others before us must have felt as they stared down the road and knew that their destination had somehow gotten further away. If we wanted to fix Philadelphia’s broken educational system—to say nothing of America’s—we needed a new map.





PART ONE


THE GAP
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AS JOHN ADAMS SAID . . .


Some filmmakers love location scouting. I’m not one of them. You drive in a van or fly a plane for eternity just to get out, look around, and say, “This isn’t it.” You do this over and over till you find the place where you know the characters can live and breathe and walk around.


Which is what I was doing in the spring of 2007, with a team of location managers and scouts who were ferrying me around Philadelphia, looking at potential filming locations for The Happening, which was going to star Mark Wahlberg as a teacher in a Philadelphia high school. Our search had taken us to the Julia R. Masterman Middle and High School, a public school located at 17th and Spring Garden, right in the middle of the city. This is a flat-out beautiful building and beautiful school. I knew right away when I stepped out that this was the place. It just felt right. There was light there.


I’m not superfamous, but people know my movies. Once it got around that we were scouting Masterman High School, the kids went crazy. They started coming out of the classrooms, circling, asking questions. “Are you making a movie here?” “Is someone going to die here?” “Can I die?” The usual inquiries. It was a pied piper–like scene as we moved through the building. We took our notes, talked to the principal, and left.


Then we drove fifteen minutes to Overbrook High School in West Philadelphia. It is a towering, imposing building. Inside, it’s all fluorescent lights and metal detectors. The classrooms had bars on their doors and windows, and each one had to be unlocked before we could see them.


Something you should know about me is that I’m a pretty selfish guy. Not a great citizen of the world. I care about my family and films. That’s it. Someone needs saving, countries need assistance, I’m sympathetic, but it doesn’t penetrate me. But when they showed me the floor of the school that was closed because of too much drug use and sexual activity, something dark wrapped in outrage started growing in my stomach. It kept growing as they showed me the school theater that was being renovated because of a suspiciously set fire.


Something happened to me standing in the hallway in Overbrook High School. My arms became tight. My jaw set. It’s exactly what happens when someone elbows me in a basketball game. It gets my attention.


Which is more than we got at Overbrook. When we walked down the halls, only one boy even looked at us. Something akin to recognition flickered in his eyes and then vanished. He looked back down and kept walking. That was the only moment of acknowledgment that a film-location crew was in the building.


I’m certain that the students of Overbrook watch just as many movies as the kids at Masterman. Just as many of them want to be actors or directors or producers. To Masterman’s students, though, while a visit from a film crew wasn’t an everyday event, it was exactly the sort of thing they expected to happen. Their entire lives had taught them that things like that were possible. That anything was possible. Overbrook’s students didn’t even believe we were there. If the kids at Masterman had spent their lives being taught that anything was possible, Overbrook’s student body had learned the opposite.


That’s one reason that the achievement gap that separates inner-city schools from suburban ones doesn’t exist at Masterman. Which meant they had opened up a cavernous gap between themselves and Overbrook. In 2010, Masterman was one of only two high schools in the state of Pennsylvania to be awarded a National Blue Ribbon, which means just what it sounds like. Masterman students take enriched math and foreign language programs, participate in half a dozen different music ensembles, and can try out for nationally ranked chess and National Academic League teams. The school has a 100 percent graduation rate, and nine out of ten Masterman graduates are headed to a four-year college. Overbrook? Only 54 percent of Overbrook’s students get a diploma. At Masterman, nearly one student in four takes the Advanced Placement test in English, and 90 percent receive a score of 3, 4, or 5: enough for college credit. At Overbrook, only one student in fifty takes it and, the last time anyone checked, none got as high as a 3.


It’s not apples to apples. Masterman is a magnet school, and a very selective one. Even to apply to Masterman, a fourth-grader—almost every student starts in the fifth grade, and continues to graduation—needs to test in the top 12 percent of all students in the city of Philadelphia. But neither school has an especially affluent student body; the percentage of poor kids at Masterman is around 40 percent; at Overbrook a little more than 60 percent. The teachers at Overbrook work just as hard as their colleagues at Masterman, and care just as much. The schools use the same standards for language arts and mathematics. Only about four miles separates them. And a sense of possibility.


Here’s another thing about me: My mind is hardwired to see possibilities everywhere. I look up in the night sky and expect to see a UFO. I was the kid who stared at the paper cup for hours convinced I’d move it with my mind. (Never happened.) I’m also the guy who saw my wife for the first time and knew she was the one. (Married twenty years.) I went to my first dance at a girls’ school when I was twelve and knew my kids would go there one day. (All three do today.) I’m that guy. The eternal optimist on steroids.


The visit to the two schools made something crystal clear to me: I was now invested in the struggles of education, and I was going to figure out what Masterman’s kids were getting that Overbrook’s weren’t. I wasn’t sure how to do it. But I had a notion of where to start.


    —


Six years before visiting the two schools, in October of 2001, my wife, Bhavna (who is a great citizen of the world), and I had signed the various documents—and written the check—that launched the M. Night Shyamalan Foundation (MNS Foundation). Its mission is “to support remarkable leaders working to remove the barriers created by poverty and inequality, which prevent individuals and communities from unleashing their full potential.” Bhavna and I believe that every person on the planet is born with an unknowably great potential for knowledge, growth, and success, and that we are all responsible for helping turn that potential into actuality.


Over the years, the Foundation has mounted initiatives to fight hunger and improve access to livable housing in Philadelphia. We’ve supported single mothers in their efforts to get GEDs. We’ve funded programs of self-empowerment around the world, investing in community leaders like Usha, a woman from the slum community of Nagpur, India, who stood up to the gang that had terrorized her community for years and came to MNS when she needed help training her neighbors in job skills. The Foundation invested in the Sudanese secondary school for boys and girls built by Valentino Achak Deng (the subject of Dave Eggers’s What Is the What). The Foundation has given orphans in Africa access to a daily multivitamin that, all by itself, prevents a whole raft of potentially life-threatening deficiency diseases like scurvy and pellagra. We provided a grant to the Samburu Project, started by Kristen Kosinski, a former Paramount executive who left her job, flew to Kenya, and is now working to provide fresh water to an entire region.


So, when we decided that America’s educational failures were the biggest obstacle “preventing individuals and communities from unleashing their full potential,” we had an organization in place that could examine the scope of those failures. The first thing the foundation came back with was a reminder—the first of many—that what I knew just wasn’t so. In this case, what everyone knew just wasn’t so. Despite the impression left by thousands of research studies, tens of thousands of blog posts, and millions of words in every newspaper and magazine in the country, America’s schools aren’t failing.


I know how this sounds to you. But it’s true. The country’s high school graduation rate, college graduation rate, and average performance on those work-of-the-devil standardized tests are the highest they’ve ever been. Elementary and middle school students in the United States have been tested on their proficiency in math and science every four years since 1995, and have improved every single time. (A separate problem is that America’s best students, our top 10 percent, are starting to fall behind the best European and Asian students. A good book could be written about this problem, but this isn’t that book.)


OK. So maybe the problem is only that American schools are in relative decline. Maybe our schools shouldn’t be compared to what they were twenty years ago, but with what other countries are doing today. If you read the New York Times, or the Wall Street Journal, or listen to National Public Radio, or just about anything else, you’ve already heard about how they do education better everywhere else—Finland and Singapore are favorite examples. But, again, there’s a lot less to this than meets the eye.


The most important international comparison of educational performance is the Programme for International Student Assessment, or PISA, a test given every three years to fifteen-year-olds all over the world. Last time out, the U.S. average score was 500, just behind Poland and ahead of Liechtenstein.


However . . .


If America’s scores were limited to those from schools in districts in which the poverty rate was less than 10 percent—Finland’s poverty rate is less than 4 percent—the United States would lead the world, and it wouldn’t be close: 551 on the latest PISA test, compared to Finland’s 536, or South Korea’s 539. In fact, if all you did was exclude the American schools that have student bodies that are more than three-quarters poor, U.S. schools would still score 513, just behind Australia, but ahead of the Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden, Germany, Iceland . . . well, you get the picture.


Unfortunately, nearly 20 percent of schools in the United States have student bodies that are more than 75 percent poor. That’s a fifth—the bottom quintile—of all the 100,000 public schools in the country: 22 percent of America’s elementary schools, and 11 percent of our secondary schools. The top four-fifths of America’s public schools are Norway. The bottom 18 percent—14,000 elementary schools, and more than 3,000 secondary schools—is Serbia. I knew there was a gap. But I didn’t know that the gap was as big as the Grand Canyon. And, like the Grand Canyon, it was around for a long time before anyone actually “discovered” it. The first real evidence of what everyone already knew emerged only around fifty years ago, when the U.S. Department of Education issued the first comprehensive study of the subject, the 1966 Equality of Educational Opportunity. New studies have been coming out what seems like every few months ever since. A few highlights:


• A study by the Annie E. Casey Foundation found that third-graders who live in poverty—and remember, that’s a fifth of the entire country—and read below grade level are three times as likely to drop out as students whose families have never fallen below the poverty line.


• In 2010, the average reading score on one test given to eighth-grade students in high-poverty schools was thirty-three points below the score in low-poverty schools. The gap in scores between poor and nonpoor students in math was thirty-six points. Every ten points is approximately equal to one grade level in performance.


• Twenty-two percent of children who have lived in poverty for more than a year or two don’t graduate from high school (only 6 percent of those who have never lived in poverty fail to graduate). Spend more than half your childhood in poverty, and your chance of dropping out rises to an almost unbelievable 32 percent.


• It’s mostly an urban problem: Only 29 percent of America’s public school students attend schools in cities, but a whopping 58 percent of them are in high-poverty schools. Thirty-five percent of all public school students are in suburban schools, but only 23 percent of them are high-poverty schools. In towns, only 9 percent attend high-poverty schools, 11 percent in rural areas.


• The National Center for Education Statistics estimates that only 68 percent of twelfth-graders in what they defined as high-poverty schools—ones in which more than 75 percent of the students are eligible for a free or reduced-price lunch—ever graduate, as opposed to 91 percent everywhere else. Overbrook has a lot of company.


• Here’s the really bad news. None of these numbers has improved in any real way for at least the last twenty years.


This was pretty depressing, even to an optimist like me. About the only good news I could extract from this research was that the problem was localized; that it seemed to happen everywhere you had a high percentage of low-income, urban families. That’s what my Foundation researchers told me. And, since I don’t live on Mars, and know that “low-income and urban” is code for “African-American and Latino,” I then asked, “Is this a problem of poverty or racism?”


Well, it’s both, obviously. In America, especially, they overlap. In California, black students are six times more likely than white students to attend the state’s lowest-performing 30 percent of schools; Latino students four times more likely. But an honest look at the numbers shows that poverty is an even bigger part of the problem than race. The reading-score difference between low-poverty schools and high-poverty schools is nearly a third higher than the achievement gap separating African-Americans or Hispanics from white students.


That struck me as less of a daunting problem. We don’t have to fix the problem of racial discrimination in America. Just the problem of poverty. (I’m being sarcastic.)


Or maybe not. I had another brainstorm. Paul Orfalea, the hyperactive (really hyperactive, as in diagnosed with ADHD) founder of Kinko’s, used to say that his only secret was that he was so restless that he visited every Kinko’s operation he could, found out what worked, and then told every other store manager about it. We could do that, I thought. If the problem is largely restricted to America’s urban schools, let’s look at a hundred or so urban school districts and find the ones that have the highest-achieving students. Then we’ll figure out what they’re doing that’s different from the others and tell everyone about it, first in Philadelphia, then everywhere else.


A month later, I had my answer. The Foundation couldn’t find a “best” urban school system. They had to move heaven and earth even to find a good one.


Again the eternal optimist on steroids took this as good news. To me, this said that these school systems have different rules than the rest of the education world, and that they are reacting uniformly—like a system. We just had to figure out the system’s rules.


Actually, figuring out the rules wasn’t all I had to do. I also had to figure out why I was looking for them in the first place. It wasn’t enough to carry that dark ball of outrage in my stomach. I needed to get rid of it. After all, I wasn’t in this just to satisfy my curiosity, as I believed in change. And when it comes to education, change means changing people’s minds. If I had to change a bunch of minds, I needed to know my own.


So I started with one thing I knew for sure: America hadn’t become a nation of educational apartheid entirely by chance. A big chunk of the problem was self-inflicted. We’ve done this to ourselves.


And when I say “we,” I mean me, too. Remember that girls’ school I visited when I was twelve, knowing that my daughters would go there someday? They’re not going there just because I’m sentimental; it’s probably one of the two or three best private schools in the state of Pennsylvania. I want my family to have the best, and I’ve been lucky enough to be able to afford it. And I don’t think I’m very different from anyone else. We all want our schools to be great. None of us wants to send our kids to an average school, much less a below-average one.


The dark side of this equation is, if your school is above average, then someone else’s has to be below average.


This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. One hospital might be above average, another below, but we expect both of them to be able to remove an appendix or deliver a baby. The real problem with wanting your school to be above average is when that means “in comparison to another school.” If what really matters to people isn’t the absolute benefit of attending a particular school, or living in a particular school district, but the relative benefit—how your school compares with others—then they start to act as if they’re playing a zero-sum game: If someone wins, someone else has to lose.


That’s what was wrong with Masterman. It couldn’t be the solution. It might have been part of the problem: If the most ambitious, motivated families in Overbrook’s neighborhood apply to schools like Masterman, what happens to the kids whose families don’t? It isn’t just a Philadelphia problem: Thirty-seven of the top fifty schools in Newsweek magazine’s most recent list of America’s top thousand high schools had selective admission standards. They were there because they were selective, and selection is a zero-sum game. Which would be bad enough, but it becomes worse: You can’t get the winners in a zero-sum game to help the losers when the stakes are good jobs or admissions to good colleges.


As I said, I’m just as vulnerable to this kind of thinking as anyone. I get it a lot: “Sure, it’s easy for you to pontificate about public schools; your girls are never going to step inside one.” The root of that objection, I guess, is the belief that improving underperforming schools has to come at the cost of everyone else. It just has to; that’s what zero-sum games require: winners and losers.


Luckily, though, I have a wife, a family, and friends who were willing to give me three different solutions to that particular puzzle, one philosophical, one political, and the final one economic.


The philosophical answer—a liberal commitment to social justice—isn’t going to surprise anyone who knows what I do professionally. One thing everyone believes about Hollywood that turns out to be mostly true is that its politics are pretty progressive. This gives a lot of people permission to call us hypocrites for talking about climate change while flying around the globe—or, in this case, having an opinion about public education and sending our kids to private schools.1 I honestly don’t know why so many people who tell stories for a living have liberal politics. I’ve heard it argued that it’s because we reflexively take the side of the underdog, if only because it makes for superior drama.


But the philosophical case for social justice is even better. It has a lot of intellectual forebears,2 but my favorite is a book that most people encounter in college and never pick up again. In simple terms, John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice tells us that the most just society is one whose institutions are the ones its members would construct if they knew they were going to be born into the society but had no way of predicting whether they’d be part of the most- or least-favored segments. If we had to build a society from behind Rawls’s famous “veil of ignorance,” where no one knows if he or she is going to be born smart, lucky, or wealthy—in a Mumbai slum or a Philadelphia suburb (or, more to the point, in a neighborhood where the public school is more than 90 percent poor or less than 10 percent)—what kind of education would everyone get?


For sure, we wouldn’t be so quick to create a system like the one we have. We wouldn’t have affluent suburban school districts surrounding poor urban ones if none of us knew which one our kids would be attending. Maybe most important, in Rawls’s words, “greater resources would be spent for education of the less, rather than the more, favored . . .”


Fundamentally, this problem has arisen because we don’t think of all of the members of our society as equal. This is a civil rights issue, and we have to be aware that we are complicit in its existence.


An adequate education is a civil right, just like the right to vote or to due process. You don’t earn a civil right by doing anything except being born . . . and you definitely don’t lose it because your parents were living in the wrong neighborhood when you were born. But there’s another reason to support closing the achievement gap: a political one. Because if everyone has the right to vote, then we all have a powerful interest in making sure that every vote is an educated one.


I sometimes think that the most revolutionary thing about the American Revolution wasn’t creating a constitutional republic or a democratic electoral system, but public education for everyone. Democracies have been around since ancient Athens, republics since Rome, but before the United States, the only people offering free public education were churchmen or wealthy families, and they were doing it out of charity. America was the first place where government took on the responsibility of educating everyone, and we did it because our founders knew that, in a democracy, a basic education needs to be exactly as widespread as citizenship. John Adams, a hero of mine, sure thought so. In his 1779 Constitution . . . for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, he wrote: “. . . the preservation of [the people’s] rights and liberties . . . depend on spreading the opportunities and advantages of education in various parts of the country, and among the different orders of the people . . .” (emphasis added).


Revolutionary? Adam Smith, who published The Wealth of Nations the same year that Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and all the other founders were signing the Declaration of Independence, had some pretty revolutionary thoughts himself, but even he favored only schools with teachers “partly but not wholly paid by the public,” but charging everyone fees meant that real public education in Britain would have to wait for another century. When the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United States half a dozen years after John Adams died, he recognized just how different America was from any other nation that had ever existed—and, remember, de Tocqueville knew a lot about revolution; his own country had experienced a pretty dramatic one only forty years earlier—he wrote, in Democracy in America:


I do not think that the system of self-interest as it is professed in America is in all its parts self-evident, but it contains a great number of truths so evident that men, if they are only educated, cannot fail to see them. Educate, then, at any rate, for the age of implicit self-sacrifice and instinctive virtues is already flitting far away from us, and the time is fast approaching when freedom, public peace, and social order itself will not be able to exist without education.


Most people, including me, prior to immersing myself in this project, will tell themselves, I’m all for education, it’s fairly important, and I believe in democracy, too, but the inner-city problems are too daunting and I have my own problems. To be honest, they aren’t really connected to me and my issues.


Nope. That’s actually what de Tocqueville was talking about when he came up with the American idea of “self-interest, rightly understood.” We really are in this together. That’s not my opinion: That’s just what the evidence says. Remember PISA, the world’s most widely taken test of cognitive skills? Well, the people who created it don’t just collect test scores; they also calculate their impact. Here’s how Andreas Schleicher, who directs those PISA tests, puts it: “The best way to find out whether what students have learned at school matters for their life is to actually watch what happens to them after they leave school.”


Which is exactly what the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development does. They’ve been tracking the progress of tens of thousands of kids for years, following up every year to see what choices they’ve made and how successful they’ve been in college and at work.


In a not-surprising result, you find out that raising the scores of fifteen-year-old students is strongly correlated with success in later life. High scores: good; poor scores: bad. The higher their scores, the greater the impact. The PISA researchers have developed a baseline that allows them to estimate how much those scores matter to what they’d produce over the course of their working lives—how much they’d buy and sell; how much impact they’d have on the number known as the Gross Domestic Product.


This is why measures of parental satisfaction or student self-esteem aren’t the focus of this book. Only measurable improvement in achievement scores is correlated with increased economic productivity and allows all of America’s families to prosper.


So now I’m appealing to that side in all of us that is practical and economically conservative. (My goal is to systematically awaken every part of us that cares.) A twenty-five point overall improvement in the scores achieved by the world’s fifteen-year-olds would add $115 trillion to the world economy over their working lifetimes. Twenty-five points. It’s actually not a lot. Twenty-five points would raise only America’s lowest-performing fifth, those schools that are more than 75 percent poor, to the level achieved by schools that are only a little less poor—those with poverty rates between 50 percent and 75 percent. Twenty-five points raises the score of the lowest quintile—446—to that of the second-lowest quintile: 471. (Remember, the U.S. average is 500, and students in schools where the poverty rate is under 10 percent score 551.) This is really aiming our sights low to make a point.


That movement would produce gigantic dividends for the United States. If all we did was raise the productivity of one-fifth of the U.S. economy to a level that is still way below the national average, it would add nearly $7.8 trillion to the American GDP over the next sixty years. In current dollars: $130 billion a year.


So again I am speaking only to that practical/economic side of ourselves. Wouldn’t you want your kids to walk down any street in your city with that much more economic security? Wouldn’t you want them in a job market with that much more prosperity to spread around? Wouldn’t you want your loved ones to move about a city with that much less desperation?


Education is your issue unless you don’t care about prosperity, safety, and stability in our economy.


Even in this little example, we gain $130 billion a year by letting our schools fail our inner-city kids, just fail them a little slower than they are now.


Can you even fathom what America would look like without the education gap? You wouldn’t recognize this country.





1. If I sent my daughters to private schools and then told you that public schools were superior, that would be hypocrisy.


2. This is where my staff told me to put the “smarty-pants stuff.” (Deep breath) Thomas Aquinas. John Stuart Mill. John Locke. Luigi Taparelli (who first used the phrase “social justice”). And especially Immanuel Kant.
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I’M NOT A DOCTOR, BUT I WATCH A LOT OF HOUSE, M.D.



I’m obsessive. My Ph.D. wife would say clinically so. My growing interest in education spilled out in conversations with friends at birthday parties and dinners. One of our friends is a Social Genius. She immediately seized one of these moments in conversation to plan a “think tank” on education. She set it at her beautiful home and invited very powerful and caring individuals from our Philadelphia circle of friends.


On the day of the think-tank dinner on education, we pulled up in the historic driveway of their estate and I felt like I was at the beginning of something big. This is how big things start, isn’t it? Driving down a half-mile driveway to an estate? That’s how the movie about this book would start anyway. It was so cinematic. Apple trees passed on either side as we parked on the gravel drive and were greeted by the Social Genius.


The food spread was tasteful and impeccable. The Social Genius was not just given her title; she earned it in countless social cage matches.


The assembled group was extremely impressive. One was the CEO of one of the biggest companies in the world. One was an almost legendary attorney who had worked a lot in social welfare. There was a very successful husband and wife who were among the most vocal advocates on behalf of charter schools in the country. And finally, there was the husband of the Social Genius, a brilliant businessman who has achieved enormous success despite a kind of undiagnosed Tourette’s syndrome that manifests in ideas that are often off topic and sometimes shocking. Those that haven’t been properly prepped can find themselves shaken by his quips. (He’s one of my good friends, so I can rib him.) And, of course, Bhavna and me.


We all sat down with our plates of tasteful and impeccable food. The floor was opened up to me. I expressed the very unformed idea that there had to be something we could do about the huge gap in educational achievement in America or, really, some things. Perhaps we can make a list of what really works. There must be things that are obvious. There were murmurs of light approval. So I said, “What do you think the list is?” The very first answer came from the Legendary Lawyer, “Small classroom size.” I wrote it down. That one seemed obvious to me as well. “Everybody already knows what works. The list is unnecessary,” said the husband of the Charter School Couple. “The unions are corrupt. The mayor is a shill for them. You’re being . . .” The wife of the Charter School Couple touched her husband’s arm as if to silence him. The scars of their wars with the unions and the school boards and the politicians were suddenly clear on their faces as they looked at each other and found a way to ease their shared pain. The Businessman/Tourette’s Husband of the Social Genius said, “We should have a World’s Fair in Philadelphia. You know how many people would come to this city? Millions.” We all pondered the possibilities of hosting a world’s fair with its World of Tomorrow exhibits and then returned to what we were talking about. The Charter School Couple volleyed into the conversation the idea that the ability to fire bad teachers has to be one of the items on the list. I wrote it down. The Social Genius said, “School spirit. Banners in schools. Good learning environments.” I liked that one. I wrote it down. The CEO of One of the Biggest Companies said, “Higher pay for teachers.” That one seemed obvious, too. I wrote it down. “Do you think I could get someone to sit on a chair in a room and do nothing for one year for one million dollars?” We all looked at the Businessman/Tourette’s Husband of the Social Genius. We considered this fascinating subject and returned to education.


So we sat in the wood-paneled dining room and talked and talked. The conversation eventually landed on the topic of charter schools. The Charter School Couple and the Legendary Lawyer stressed that this was the only way. I said for the first time what I would repeat hundreds of times in the future when people got heated: “Please send me the research.” I told the table truthfully, “If the facts are the way you say, you just got your poster boy for charter schools.” The dinner finished in a flurry of promises of research and exclamations about the delicacy of the crème brûlée (I had half of Bhavna’s as well), and promises to follow up and do this again.


As we drove away, I was dizzied by the number of opinions that had been proffered. I knew with even more clarity that I didn’t want to produce another opinion. I wanted to find the list of what had been proven, and that was all.


I wondered whether the research I would receive tomorrow morning would end my journey before it began. I wondered whether research would just say charter schools were clearly the answer and the system is corrupt, which would mean there would be no need for a list at all. (I also wondered whether I knew anyone who would sit on a chair in a room for one year and do nothing for $1 million. I decided I knew many.)


The next morning no research arrived at my office. Just a brochure for a wonderful-looking charter school.


Looking back, it was probably just as well that no one tried to drown me with all the studies supposedly proving the value of charters. Not then. Because I wouldn’t have been able to figure out what was important and what wasn’t.


I wasn’t a complete innocent. Long before I had attended the dinner hosted by the Social Genius, I had read plenty of stories in newspapers and magazines either debunking or advocating some silver bullet that was going to close America’s educational achievement gap. All of the stories, like most of the ideas from the dinner (the ones that weren’t World’s Fair–related), sounded plausible enough. But I wanted proof.


I’m a dictionary fiend. It’s the most used app on my phone. And when I first looked up the word “proof,” I found out that it comes from a Latin root meaning “to test.”


The gold standard for testing any kind of hypothesis that can’t be experimentally controlled in a lab is a technique known as a “randomized field trial” (sometimes a “randomized clinical trial,” or “randomized controlled trial”). They’ve been around since 1747, when a Royal Navy doctor named James Lind picked twelve sailors from the HMS Salisbury, gave six of them citrus juice, and waited to see whether they would get scurvy at the same rate as the six sailors who got nothing at all. (They didn’t.) A century later, the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce added the idea of dividing the control group and the experimental group randomly, and science was off to the races. Randomized trials are how medical researchers find whether a new therapy is better than an alternative, and they’re so popular (and so reliable) that hundreds of thousands of them have been published, and at least 10,000 more come out every year.


If what I wanted was evidence about closing the achievement gap, then randomized field trials were just the ticket. Unfortunately, field trials are about as common in the world of education research as successful urban schools: Though things have started to change over the past half dozen years, even now, no more than a few hundred have even been run. In 2000, the U.S. Department of Education funded 116 separate evaluations of national programs; only one of them was a randomized field trial. This shouldn’t have surprised me, since if someone had found the solution already, the problem wouldn’t be around anymore. We might want to cure the achievement gap, but we sure haven’t been using the same methods that found the cure for polio.


This doesn’t mean there haven’t been a lot of other tests. The second-best option, where it’s too hard (or unethical) to perform a clean randomized trial, is research from what’s called an observational study, which is just what it sounds like: observation of subjects who’ve been sorted into two groups by circumstances—an example would be comparing some characteristic of everyone born in the year 1965 with everyone born in the year 1975—rather than by the decision of an experimenter. Cross-sectional studies take a snapshot of their subjects at a particular point in time; longitudinal studies do the same thing over a long period of time, sometimes a very long period of time: the Framingham Heart Study has been collecting statistics on cardiovascular disease in the town of Framingham since 1948 (and discovered, among other things, that cigarette smoking, high levels of cholesterol, and stress all increase the risk of heart disease).


Some scholars continue to argue for more data, better studies, a higher standard for evidence. They’re not wrong. But it is wrong to discount the consistent evidence from decades of observational data.


When you consider the history of tests and trials, there already is a lot of data. Even years before the federal government passed the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, states and cities had been collecting carloads of data on student performance on standardized tests. There’s so much statistical information on student performance that you can drown in it. It’s because of all this data that we know the achievement gap exists at all. There’s no problem finding a picture of the way things are. What I was after, though, was evidence of something that changed the picture, evidence that had been overlooked.


One thing I knew for sure was that if there was a list of what had been proven with data, no one could tell me what was on the list or where to find the elements of the list. That meant reviewing all the research out there. And that meant I needed a lot of help.


In the summer of 2008, Jennifer Walters-Michalec, our Foundation’s director, set out to find that help. Her objective was to hire a researcher who could do what academics call a “literature review”: a survey of all the scholarly research on closing the achievement gap in America’s schools. Not just data, though; we wanted some guidance on the methods that policy-makers and academics used to define things like “achievement,” which is not nearly as simple as it sounds. We had high standards for our candidates: a perfect mix of scary intellect, irrepressible enthusiasm, and outside-the-box curiosity. And one thing more: The right person had to believe that the project was even doable. Though Jennifer wanted someone who could balance my eternal optimism with a healthy dose of skepticism, our researcher needed to believe that the evidence was out there.


Two weeks later, Jenn introduced me to our newest researcher, James Richardson. Now I have to say, I trust Jenn’s judgment completely. She has a real knack for spotting talent and with Bhavna has discovered some of our most celebrated grantees. But when she introduced me to James Richardson, I was dubious. I was dubious because Jenn used to spend a lot of time alone in her office room with our cat. And this new researcher was one of those GQ good-looking British dudes. Of all the résumés she picked a Hugh Grant look-alike? You can understand my suspicion. Everyone has weaknesses, even do-gooders.


After spending an afternoon with James, however, I knew why she had hired him. James had all the right academic credentials: experience in the classroom as a teacher; strong background in statistics and methodology; familiarity with the state-of-the-art in education research. James was working at the Graduate School of Education at the University of Pennsylvania and would be continuing his doctoral studies when he returned to England; in short, he was smart. But most of all, James believed a literature review was both possible and necessary and, most of all, useful. And he believed it would reveal the answers we were looking to find. The other candidates had tried to convince Jenn that our project was too immense or that our theory was too bold. Some were convinced that the evidence was going to be too ambiguous; others thought that unambiguous evidence might be found, but that the effort involved made it too large a challenge.


James was different. He was ready to do the work—a lot of work; hundreds if not thousands of papers, journals, reports, and books—and smart enough to make sense of it all. He was confident we would find our answers, and wanted in on the project. Hugh Grant was our guy.


The first thing James required was that we develop a set of standards, which we would use to create our list of tenets that were valid while discarding others. What he recommended, and we adopted, was something called “effect size”—the statistical measure of the strength of a phenomenon. For patients with cardiovascular disease, a high-fat, high-calorie diet has a negative effect size on mortality. Quitting smoking, on the other hand, has an effect size of somewhere around +.75.1


The next thing James made us do was to assemble the potential candidates for inclusion on our list. So, we collected a dozen different books, and a year’s worth of magazine and newspaper articles, along with papers from professional journals and conferences, all on various aspects of educational reform: scholarly and popular, practical and theoretical. We then created an index of the leading ideas—or, at least, those that were respectable enough to be written about.


For me, the big advantage of effect size is that it is a kind of standard measure that could be used to compare any different idea about closing the achievement gap with another, whether it was an “increase in school spirit” (I hadn’t forgotten the Social Genius’s dinner) or smaller class size: not just whether they had an effect, but how big the effect was.


For example, charter schools.


Charter schools—those publicly funded but privately managed schools that are, in theory, free of most of the regulatory red tape that is more common in typical public schools than lined notebook paper—are pretty much everywhere, in forty states plus the District of Columbia. By the end of 2009, the United States had around 4,700 charter schools, enrolling more than 1.4 million students. This meant that even though no one at that dinner party sent me the evidence that charter schools were the answer to America’s achievement gap, there’s a lot of information about them.


But there’s a reason no one sent me the evidence that charters work: Even though there’s a lot of evidence, it doesn’t show that they work—not overall, anyway. The biggest study of charter school performance to date—covering some 70 percent of the country’s charter school students—was done by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes at Stanford University in 2009. Here’s what the study found:


• Using scores from the 2007 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) math tests, 17 percent of charter schools provided “superior educational opportunities”; 46 percent were no different from local public schools; and 37 percent were worse.


• Remember effect size? The overall effect size of charter schools was negative: Students in America’s charter schools scored −.01 in reading, and −.03 in math. Though the first number is statistically and practically meaningless, and the second is barely meaningful, they sure don’t suggest that charter schools, on average, are better than traditional ones.


Want more? The NAEP did the same sort of comparison in 2003, and found that the differences between traditional and charter schools were smaller than the error factor in the survey. The same year, the Department of Education published a report—the “Evaluation of the Public Charter Schools Program: Final Report”—that documented that traditional schools actually outperform charters. The National Center for Education Statistics found the same thing in 2006.


This doesn’t mean there aren’t success stories among charter schools. In fact, just about all of the real success stories we found in closing America’s achievement gap were charters. Some cities, like New Orleans, have a lot of good news on the charter front. In New York, charter school students score higher in both math and reading than traditional public school students: In math, 50 percent do better than traditional public schools, a third do as well, and 16 percent do worse. In reading, 30 percent better, 60 percent the same, and 12 percent worse.2


So why all the passionate support? In the headache-inducing discipline of propositional logic, there’s a term called either affirming the consequent or denying the antecedent. Put together, they comprise the formal fallacy known as the undistributed middle: a bad syllogism.


You know what a good syllogism looks like: I am a man. All men must die. Therefore, I must die. And I’ll bet you can recognize a false one: I am going to die. All things that die are men. Therefore, I am a man.


This puts you one up on a lot of charter school advocates. Look at this (mostly) correct syllogism:


“All schools that succeed at closing the achievement gap are charters.”


“This school closes the achievement gap.”


“This is a charter school.”


Now, examine this incorrect one:


“All schools that succeed at closing the achievement gap are charters.”


“This is a charter school.”


“This school closes the achievement gap.”


The problem is that the middle term is in the wrong place. It is “undistributed.”


That’s what happened with our meeting. Almost all of the closing-the-gap stories have taken place in charter schools. So many, in fact, that anyone would be forgiven for thinking that these schools were successful because they were charter schools. Belief in charter schooling, though, is a false syllogism. It’s not the charter itself that’s working the magic, but something else. It’s something you find in charters—in some charters—that allows the magic to work.


When I learned this, I was both excited and confused: excited because it meant that there was still a need for that list after all; and confused by my own reflexive skepticism about the charter school support.


You see, I’m not a naturally skeptical person. The passion and confidence I saw at the Social Genius’s dinner party is usually exactly what inspires me. Ordinarily, I’m the one steamrolling everyone’s objections. Tell me I can’t do something, and I’m going to prove you wrong: As I said, the eternal optimist. Normally, I am not the one demanding evidence.


But there was something about the kind of enthusiasm I encountered at the dinner party that made me hold up a stop sign. The guests definitely knew a lot. They were engaged, sure. But they were also pissed off. They’d been butting heads with the education bureaucracy for so long that they were dizzy. But instead of being confused, they were more and more locked into their points of view. Their stories demanded villains: the mayor, the teachers’ union, you name it.


And something in me just said no. I just couldn’t accept that this was a story of good versus evil, no matter how impassioned the good guys seemed to be. So I did what I should actually do more often: I asked for the facts. Not long afterward, I asked Bhavna why I had acted so out of character. She looked at me sideways, and said (as if I already knew the answer), “You don’t believe in enemies.” After twenty years, she knows me pretty well. Because I really do want everyone to get along or, at least, not to be so angry they can’t see straight.


It’s not that I don’t understand where a lot of the anger comes from. If you believe you really do know the way to get somewhere you need to be—to where America doesn’t have an achievement gap, for example—and see anyone in your way, natural instincts take over: You get angry. Unfortunately, so does the guy in your way. Neither of you is a villain, definitely not in your own minds.


As a result, along with setting out the project’s ground rules for evidence, I was determined to start our research with one other nonnegotiable principle: People who disagreed with our conclusions (whatever they might turn out to be) weren’t evil. No one wants kids to leave school with inferior educations. The disagreement on how to prevent this (and, to be fair, how important it is to prevent this) doesn’t come from bad intentions. It comes from somewhere else. It comes from bias.
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