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Introduction


It was a scene with which I am all too familiar: a mother in tears after a school meeting about her child’s academic struggles. The meeting was filled with professionals of all types: her child’s classroom teacher, the special education teacher, the head of special education services for the district, the school psychologist, the school principal . . . and me, a behavioral educator who had been providing her child with private reading intervention services every day after school for 40 hours over eight weeks.

One year before this meeting, her child, whom I will call Alex, had been classified as dyslexic by the district’s school psychologist, which qualified him for special education services. Alex was in first grade at the time of his diagnosis. He began receiving specialized reading instruction during each school day, where he was pulled out of his regular class to work with a special education teacher. After more than six months of this intervention, mom had seen no improvement in his reading skills. Moreover, Alex had begun to completely withdraw socially and had become increasingly anxious about completing his schoolwork or going to school altogether. It was around this time that the school psychologist and special education teacher informed her that, as a means of reducing his frustration and anxiety, she needed to accept that Alex might never learn to read well due to his disability and that she should give him access to audio recordings of books rather than having him attempt to read.

Fortunately, mom decided to take matters into her own hands at that point, and as luck would have it, she discovered my organization and enrolled her son for private after-school reading intervention. I initially conducted a core reading skills assessment with Alex, an assessment I developed that precisely identifies a child’s mastery of essential skills for reading, like identifying the sounds of letters, discriminating between vowels and consonants, and sounding out words. From this assessment, it was clear to me that Alex had never mastered the essential skills for reading. He was unable to identify letter sounds or use phonics to decode unknown words. Moreover, he had gotten really good at some really bad habits — bad habits that his teachers had specifically trained him to do, like looking at the first letter of a word and guessing the word based on a picture or context clues. Thus, Alex was an extraordinarily good word guesser. He had learned and become masterful at exactly what his teachers had taught him to do — guess words. He then received a diagnosis of dyslexia because, naturally, he often guessed words incorrectly, even though he was doing exactly as he had been taught.

After 40 hours with me, Alex had made significant gains in his fluency in phonics, his ability to use phonics to decode unknown words, and his overall reading fluency. He had begun reading with mom at home and had started reading things in his natural environment like road signs, menus at restaurants, and billboards. He had also become more confident and was engaging in the world again — laughing, smiling, coming out of his shell. He was finally experiencing success as a reader. Mom was thrilled with his progress. However, I was still trying to unwind his word-guessing history. Getting rid of old habits and replacing them with effective reading skills requires lots and lots of practice. Thus, we needed to increase his hours to ensure that we could accelerate his skills rapidly enough that he could begin the next school year on grade level. Moreover, we needed to make sure that he wasn’t being provided with reading intervention that reinforced his word-guessing habits.

In order to manage an increase in hours with me, mom asked for the meeting to request that he be allowed to discontinue the special education services with the school and attend sessions with me instead, as a modified school day. Since I’m an educator trained as a behavioral scientist, I arrived at the meeting with a wealth of data showing his progress, as well as data that clearly indicated how his old word-guessing habits were interfering with his mastering effective reading strategies. We presented our case to the team and held our breath. The rest of the meeting was no different than all the other school meetings of this sort I have attended throughout my career. The data were irrelevant. My expertise was irrelevant. His progress wasn’t real. Mom’s heartfelt pleas fell on deaf ears.

From the team’s perspective, Alex was a dyslexic and would always be a dyslexic. Any progress he was making with me would never show up in the classroom. My methods were confusing him because they weren’t the same as those used by his teachers. I was the problem. My methods were the problem — even though the data clearly indicated otherwise. The members of that team believed that Alex was disabled, and they also believed in the way they were teaching him. The meeting became an ideological debate, with the evidence regarding the effectiveness of my work with him and the progress he had made ignored and, worse, erroneously refuted.

So, there mom and I were in the parking lot after an excruciatingly frustrating meeting. They had denied her request to discontinue the ineffective reading intervention he was receiving at school as well as her request for a modified school day to attend more sessions with me. Mom was beside herself. As we walked to our cars, she stopped me and with hopeless fury asked, “Why don’t they understand this? Why can’t they see that what you’re doing is working? Why don’t more people know about your methods, your science? How can this continue to be ignored?” I hugged her, sharing in her pain and frustration. I had experienced scenes like this one countless times in my career, but it never got any easier. I assured her that we would continue to make progress, that there was absolutely nothing wrong with Alex, that he just needed to master basic skills with repeated, reinforced practice. I told her, “Alex will be a proficient, confident reader — you have my word on that.” Before we got into our cars, she turned to me and said, “You know what you need to do? You need to write a book. The world needs to know about this.”

I wrote this book because, like Alex’s mom, I am angry. I am fed up. I am exhausted by the incessant spinning of wheels. I am heartbroken by the countless children I encounter who have been tragically failed or mediocritized by our educational system — a system that fails to effectively educate more than 60% of American students by the time they graduate.1 I am devastated after my conversations with parents who feel overwhelmed and confused about how to help their children simply survive school. I am outraged for every American teacher who is charged with the task of effectively educating our nation’s youth without ever being provided with training in the scientific tools required to do so. I am sick and tired of hearing about yet another educational fad or reform effort that has absolutely no chance of improving educational practices.

However, an answer to our educational crisis does exist. I am one of a group of scientist-educators who actually have an answer, and we have had an answer for a very long time. A science exists that allows children to learn as individuals even though they must be educated in groups. A science exists that avoids senseless labels that sentence children to lifetimes of failure and mediocrity.

Since 1998, I have been developing an organization called Fit Learning, where we use behavioral science and its corresponding Technology of Teaching2, 3 to rapidly accelerate the core academic and cognitive skills of learners. I co-founded this organization as a doctoral student in behavioral science. During my undergraduate training at Rollins College, I won the metaphorical lottery when I met my mentor, a brilliant behavioral scientist who set me on my path in this field. Through her I quickly got a job in a residential treatment facility where I was trained to apply behavioral principles to improve the quality of life for profoundly disabled adults. From there, I was recruited by another mentor to help start a preschool for children with autism. My early work in the field involved applications of our science to disabled populations, and the results of that work were astounding. I was hooked. I chose to pursue doctoral training and was accepted into the Behavior Analysis Program at the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR).

In graduate school I initially continued my work in autism and served as director of the UNR Early Childhood Autism Program. Although I was continually amazed by the impact our science could make on the lives of children with autism and other disabilities, I became increasingly shocked at its narrow impact. Of course, the lives of children with disabilities matter and behavioral methods greatly improve their quality of life, but our science was nowhere to be found in mainstream education.

So in 1998 I got together with two other like-minded graduate students, and we started an after-school math program. The only space we could get on campus was an empty janitor’s closet that we converted into a makeshift session room, and the only students we initially worked with were children of UNR faculty. Of course, we used applied science to develop and improve our methods, so as news of the amazing outcomes we were producing started to spread, other parents in the community enrolled their kids. We developed a reading program in addition to math and, as we grew, the university gradually gave us bigger classrooms, and eventually, a lecture hall in which to run sessions. More graduate students became involved and before we knew it, we had established a successful university-based tutoring program employing instructional methods guided by behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching. We were even the subject of an article in the Reno Gazette Journal.

As word of mouth about the effectiveness of our program spread, parents began taking their children out of the literacy program run by the Department of Education at UNR and enrolling them in ours instead. This did not please prominent members of the education department, and in 2002 we were told to shut down our program. From their perspective, behavioral scientists had no business working with kids in academic areas. The Department of Education held a lot of power in the university, a lot more than the Behavior Analysis Program. The faculty in the Department of Education were influential members of the establishment. The faculty in the Behavior Analysis Program were not. Although we were producing measurably superior outcomes compared with the education-based literacy program, our outcomes didn’t matter. We were stepping on some very powerful toes and needed to go away.

I was devastated. I had built that program from the very beginning — volunteering my time and using my own money to buy materials. My husband, Nick, had gotten involved early on as well, so we decided to approach the university about privatizing the program off campus. The behavior analysis faculty had supported this project from its inception and agreed that it needed to survive and thrive. So with their approval, Nick and I took a big risk and started a company while completing our doctoral degrees (and also raising a daughter who had come into our lives by this time). Many people thought we were nuts!

However, from our humble beginnings running sessions out of a converted janitor’s closet, we now offer a formal, competency-based certification in our method. Fit Learning has grown to over 30 locations worldwide with hundreds of learners enrolled each year. Our learners consistently achieve more than one year of growth after only 40 hours of instruction, and we produce these gains with every type of student, even the most challenged.

Throughout my career, I have spoken with hundreds of parents like Alex’s mom, who come to me with a very similar story: Their children are struggling in their current school settings because they are not effectively learning to read, write, think, or do math. A large number of these kids have been classified, or are on their way to being classified, as having a learning disability. In other words, because these kids are failing to learn in their current educational environments, it is presumed that there is something inherently wrong with them.

Throughout the evolution of Fit Learning, the circumstances of our educational system have not changed. Educational reform has been a persistent theme in American education since the beginning of the 20th century.4, 6 Decade after decade, various reforms have been tried and all have failed. I know that such persistent failure seems impossible to comprehend. Yet in over a century of educational reform, not a single effort has resulted in the majority of school children being educated effectively. I wrote this book with the hope that it will reveal the real reasons our educational system fails, which are very different from what people generally believe.

One of the most meaningful aspects of my job is when I get to create a distinction for a parent. A distinction occurs when we learn something we never knew before. When we realize something that we did not know we did not know. In other words, we discover something that I like to call blind spots. Imagine going through your entire life thinking that vanilla is the most delicious flavor of ice cream, because you didn’t know chocolate existed. Suddenly someone hands you a chocolate ice cream cone. What a mind-blowing experience, right? Those are the kinds of moments I try to create for parents. I try to help parents see their blind spots. I try to create distinctions about possibilities for their children that they haven’t had the opportunity to consider before. A lot of power comes from moments like these. Power to make a change. Power to make things better. Power to make a difference.

I wrote this book to help you discover your blind spots. To create distinctions for you about the many reasons students fail — the causes for failure that the establishments never tell you because they don’t necessarily have these distinctions either. Members of the establishments have blind spots too. Academic failure, more often than not, has absolutely nothing to do with what most believe to be its cause — that something is wrong with the student.

Behavioral science has led us to discover the many variables that impact whether or not learning occurs. Though not recognized by the establishments, behavioral science is the science of learning. As I will explain in detail, we have evolved to learn through a very specific process: the repeated reinforcement of our behavior over time. As our behavior occurs and comes into contact with reinforcing consequences in our environment, it increases in rate — becomes faster — until it is established as a permanent part of our repertoire. In other words, with enough repeated reinforcement over time, behavior becomes habitual. There are many factors that enhance and interfere with this process, but virtually none of them have anything to do with disabilities or dysfunctions inherent in learners. Learners fail to learn because of ineffective learning environments.

In this book, I am going to create distinctions for you around how we got into this mess in the first place. As I mentioned previously, more than 60% of American students graduate below proficiency, which increases to over 80% for students of color and those living in poverty.1With statistics like these, I’m pretty confident in declaring that American education is an absolute mess.

In the first chapter, I will attempt to illustrate the significance of this problem. I assure you, our educational crisis is extremely grave. It poses not only a substantial threat to the future of our nation but threatens the very survival of the human race. In Chapter 2, I will introduce you to the establishments — the beliefs, traditions, and practices that shape education in this country. I will lead you through the complex history of our educational system to illustrate how ingrained cultural beliefs have led to education’s systemic ineffectiveness. In Chapter 3, I will introduce you to behavioral science and illustrate the power it holds to transform the effectiveness of educational practices. I will also share the frustration of its continued suppression by the many establishments that are, and have always been, in charge. In Chapters 4 and 5, I will describe the traditions that dominate our nation’s schools, as well as expose the myths that have been invented to account for the fact that these educational traditions fundamentally don’t work. In Chapter 6, I will introduce you to the Technology of Teaching and contrast this approach with the ineffective instructional practices that dominate our nation’s schools. Finally, in Chapter 7, I will offer compelling evidence about the superior outcomes that instructional methods guided by behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching have historically produced, although this evidence has been repeatedly ignored or erroneously refuted by the establishments.

I offer you this information primarily because I want you to know that it exists. I do not expect you to become behavioral scientists after reading this book and acquire the skills to provide this kind of instruction to your own children, or to your students if you happen to be teachers. As I have said, our field has been consistently silenced and ostracized by the mainstream establishments. The termination of our highly effective academic program at UNR clearly illustrates that point. I offer you this information to empower you to be better advocates for your children and students — to provide you with the means to pause and consider other possibilities when children in your lives struggle or fail, rather than immediately assuming something must be wrong with them. I offer you this so that more learners have a chance — a chance to acquire the kind of skills and expertise that will allow them to be confident, joyful, vital, successful and, eventually, capable of making a profound difference in the world. We have a lot of problems to solve and we need a lot of well-educated people to solve them.

The beliefs, traditions, and practices of the many establishments that influence education in this country are intractable. Therefore, the pressure to evolve is going to have to come from the outside — from citizens who share our belief that every child has the right to an effective education,7 one that is as scientifically sound and technically precise as the medical care we expect from a doctor. I maintain that such a Technology of Teaching exists, yet the establishments consistently block its implementation in our nation’s schools. It’s time to call this situation what it is: a national scandal of epic proportions, a shameful failure of our democracy. And in education, as on so many other fronts in our society right now, we are quickly running out of time.

A Note to the Reader

I want to alert readers to the unique referencing system used throughout the book. The superscripted numbers that appear like footnotes actually refer to citations rather than notes. The reference list is numbered according to when that citation is first referenced in the book, and these superscripted numbers that appear throughout the book match the numbered references that appear at the end of the book. You can find the referenced citation by matching the superscripted number to the numbered reference list at the end of the book. I chose to use numbers rather than the authors’ names in the reference because the book is highly referenced, and I felt that long lists of authors’ names might disrupt the flow for the reader. The numbering system allowed me to comprehensively reference the book without distracting from its content.

You may also come across some unfamiliar terms throughout the book. I tend to use “learner” a lot, which as defined means “one who learns.” I prefer the term “learner” to the term “student,” because “learner” implies an active learning process rather than a passive experience that simply happens to a person, which “student” tends to imply. My hope is that as you read the book, you will gain an understanding as to why such a distinction is important.

I also use the term “establishments” throughout the book. Many of you may be familiar with the singular “establishment” but may be unclear as to why I use this term in its plural form. As I attempt to clarify throughout the book, I use “establishments” to refer to the beliefs, practices, traditions, and myths that dominate our culture — of which there are many. As such, I feel that the plural form “establishments” best characterizes the phenomena that have so greatly influenced our educational system.

I also introduce some terms that stem from behavioral science with which most of you will be unfamiliar. I have done my best to define these terms in the book when I introduce them. I know coming across unfamiliar terminology can be a bit scary, but I felt it important to use these terms to most clearly articulate our powerful science for all of you.
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The Crisis





“The most widely publicized efforts to improve education show an extraordinary neglect of method. Learning and teaching are not analyzed, and almost no effort is made to improve teaching. . . .”

 — B. F. Skinner2



In October 2019, I attended a press conference about the results of the most recent National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), which evaluated the reading and math achievement of 4th and 8th graders. Prior to this event, I had spent a good deal of time analyzing data from previous cycles of this test, which is typically administered every two years with 4th and 8th graders and every four years with 12th graders. I am quite familiar with the abysmal results of previous testing cycles, so I didn’t have high hopes for the 2019 results.

During the press event, the associate commissioner of the NAEP presented highlights from the 2019 test. The good news: Fourth graders gained one point in math as compared with the 2017 test. The bad news: Scores decreased by one point for 8th graders in math, and scores decreased by multiple points for both 4th and 8th graders in reading. Moreover, lower-performing students, or those scoring in the 25th percentile or below, showed further declines in performance, while higher-performing students, or those scoring above the 50th percentile, stayed the same or showed some improvement. In other words, the achievement gap between high and low performers has gotten wider, and struggling students are performing even worse than they had in previous years.

I found several aspects of the press conference troubling. First, results were presented in such a way that it was not easy to interpret what they actually meant. No reference was made to what percentage of students scored as below proficiency, proficient, or advanced. The 2019 scores were presented in comparison only with the 2017 scores. Without knowing how scores relate to proficiency levels, the data may not seem that alarming. Math scores for 8th graders decreased by only one point and reading scores for both 4th and 8th graders only decreased by a few points. No big deal, right?

Actually, these declines really are a big deal. They are a big deal because these scores reflect performance well below the proficient level.1In other words, on average, 4th and 8th graders scored well below proficiency in math and reading. That one-point gain in 4th grade math scores still did not lead to average scores at the proficient level. And those decreases in 4th and 8th grade reading scores reflect performances that have dropped even further below proficiency. Unfortunately, results weren’t described in this way. Without understanding that average scores are still well below proficiency, the public is probably left far less alarmed than they should be.

The associate commissioner offered only one possible explanation for the decline in test scores: a serious shortage of school supplies. Apparently, exit surveys of teachers whose students participated in the 2019 NAEP cited a lack of school supplies as the most significant factor affecting their ability to teach effectively. Seems like a pretty oversimplified explanation for such abysmal test scores, which might lead to the natural conclusion that if we just had enough pencils, paper, and other materials in the classroom, everything would be fine! I’m not sure what bothered me more — that the associate commissioner of the NAEP didn’t have more to offer in terms of analyzing the inadequacies of our educational system, or that so many American teachers think a lack of school supplies is the reason for systemic academic failure.

Finally, toward the end of the press conference, the associate commissioner said, “It appears that we just don’t know how to move scores for reading.” She made this statement in response to a question posed by a member of the press about consistently declining reading scores. As someone who has been dramatically accelerating reading achievement for more than 20 years, I find statements of this sort to be absolutely infuriating. It’s clear that the educational establishment does not know how to move reading achievement scores. However, educators informed and guided by behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching have been dramatically increasing reading achievement for decades.8, 9 As we’ll see, Fit Learning produces average gains in reading of more than 30 percentile ranks in 40 hours of instruction. This statistic reflects greater gains than most American students make in an entire school year. We actually do know how to move reading scores.

I left that press conference disheartened. Our nation’s schools consistently fail to effectively educate our nation’s youth. Changing teaching practices and the educational system as a whole poses an enormous challenge, even to the most determined and well-intentioned. To get people to move mountains, they first need to be convinced that those mountains require moving.

As I stated earlier, American education is an absolute mess. I know that may sound inflammatory or overly critical, but a powerful declaration must be made in order to raise the necessary alarm. Sugarcoating abysmal test scores and sweeping the problem under the rug are recurring practices by the establishments, misleading the public into believing progress has been made when it hasn’t been, or drawing attention away from how horrifying the problem actually is. So, a word of warning — I won’t be sugarcoating anything. Revolutions don’t come from apathy. Revolutions stem from outrage.

I will demonstrate that the state of education in our country reflects an ongoing crisis that impacts every student regardless of age, socioeconomic level, race, ethnicity, gender, classification, or type of school. The educational crisis has implications for the future of our nation as devastating as natural disasters, economic meltdowns, and disease outbreaks. Unfortunately, the educational crisis doesn’t receive a fraction of the economic resources or nationwide attention as other such calamities.

Our country has apparently grown accustomed to the inability of a majority of American students to compete on national or international tests of academic competency, because this lack of proficiency has been a recurring theme throughout the history of our school system. Despite frequent reference to the “good old days” of schooling, typically identified as that period following World War II, such recollections are not supported by historic achievement data.4 I will demonstrate that there has never been a time in our nation’s history when a majority of schoolchildren scored at or above proficient levels in academic subjects — or that a significant percentage were able to score at advanced levels. This romantic vision of effective schooling in the past has no basis in reality. School doesn’t work for a majority of students, and it never has. What follows is a collection of alarming statistics regarding the tragic failure of American schools. For those interested in a more in-depth analysis of current educational trends, detailed figures reflecting the statistics I describe below are available on my website at www.drkimberlyberens.com.


National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)

Students Become Less Proficient the Longer They Spend in Our School System

In America, proficiency rates actually decline over the course of schooling. Yes, you read that sentence correctly. The more schooling an American student gets the less proficient they become. With the exception of reading, performance across all academic domains generally declines across the grade levels. In other words, a smaller percentage of 12th graders score as proficient than 8th graders, and a smaller percentage of 8th graders score as proficient than 4th graders. For example, on the most recent NAEP for mathematics, 41% of 4th graders scored as proficient but only 34% of 8th graders and 25% of 12th graders scored as proficient.1 These declining trends across the grade levels also hold true for science, civics, U.S. history, and geography. Slightly more 12th graders do score as proficient in reading than 4th and 8th graders; however, despite this slight improvement over time, less than 40% of 12th graders graduate as proficient in reading.

These statistics are beyond shocking. One could reasonably assume that mastery of more advanced skills and content in the later grades builds upon the skills acquired in previous grades. If schooling is effective, students should become more proficient over time, not less. However, the longer students spend in our school system, the less proficient they become in essential academic areas.

Conversely, teaching practices guided by behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching produce true mastery of basic academic skills, which then leads to the effective learning and mastery of more complex skills.10–13 As you read this book, it will become clear that permanent learning occurs through the repeated, reinforced practice of skills over time, and more advanced skills can only be effectively learned when prerequisite skills have been truly mastered. Unfortunately, our schools aren’t designed this way. Rather, students are pushed along through the grade levels based on age and the passage of time without regard to whether or not mastery of prerequisite skills has been achieved. The tragic result of this practice is evidenced by the statistics I just presented. They indicate that without true mastery of essential skills in the primary grades, American students cannot effectively learn and master skills required in middle and high school.

Our Educational System Tragically Fails Children of Color and Those Living in Poverty

Our school system fails black, Hispanic, and Native American students more significantly than white or Asian students. Of all racial and ethnic groups, schools fail black students the most consistently with more than 90% graduating below proficiency in math and science and more than 80% graduating below proficiency in reading. Hispanic and Native American students aren’t faring much better. More than 80% graduate below proficiency in math and science and more than 70% graduate below proficiency in reading. In comparison, close to 70% of white students graduate below proficiency in math and science, and 54% graduate below proficiency in reading. Asian students tend to outperform all groups, with 52% graduating below proficiency in math, 62% graduating below proficiency in science, and 51% graduating below proficiency in reading. Although a majority of students in all racial and ethnic groups are below proficiency in all subjects, this percentage is much greater for students of color.

These findings reflect the historic inequity in educational opportunity for children of color in America. Eighty years after the civil rights movement, children of color continue to be overwhelmingly failed by our nation’s schools. Although federal law prohibits segregation, our schools largely remain segregated due to entrenched racism in America.14, 15 White people tend to move away from, or avoid moving into, minority communities, leaving those neighborhood schools attended mainly by children of color. Moreover, gentrification of urban areas and redistricting or rezoning practices tend to promote segregation.

Communities impacted by these practices also tend to be economically disadvantaged.14, 15 The interconnectedness of race and class in America has devastating effects on neighborhood schools, which are primarily funded by local property taxes. The more impoverished the neighborhood, the less money available for schools. So not only are minority children victims of ineffective teaching practices, they also cannot even access clean, safe school facilities with proper plumbing, heating and cooling systems, updated textbooks in good repair, computer technology, or standard school supplies. Minority children have the deck stacked against them in every way, and this fact is devastatingly apparent in their NAEP scores.

When NAEP scores are evaluated with respect to socioeconomic level rather than race, similar inequities are apparent. More than 80% of low-income 8th graders scored below proficiency in reading and math in 2019. These data equate to less than 20% of low-income students achieving the proficient level and less than 5% achieving the advanced level in reading and math, which paints a disturbing picture for economically disadvantaged students. Education is the primary means for citizens to pull themselves out of the economic situations into which they were born, improve their quality of life, and contribute to society in a meaningful way. With more than 80% of these students graduating below proficiency in essential academic areas, they have limited access to higher education and well-paying jobs. The wealth gap in this country remains intractable and, worse, continues to widen.14, 15

The response of many people might be that children of color or those living in poverty must be less capable than others. This kind of thinking has a long and unpleasant history in our country, which can be traced back to the eugenics movement and the misapplication of Darwin’s evolutionary theory to justify unfair social practice.16–18 During this unfortunate period in our history, which continues to influence many people’s perspectives on race today, eugenic arguments were put forth that certain races are genetically inferior to others. The inequitable social conditions inflicted upon people of color have been falsely justified by their supposed genetic inferiority. Not a shred of scientific evidence exists to support these claims. Conversely, much scientific evidence indicates that differences in achievement are due to social inequity, lack of educational opportunity, restricted access to enrichment activities, and an overall lack of resources.8, 14, 19

Impoverished learners are the clearest indicator of the ineffectiveness of our educational system. Such learners cannot afford expensive tutoring services, test prep programs, or other educational supplements the way affluent students can. The higher proficiency rates obtained by affluent students can be accounted for in terms of their access to resources outside the school environment. Contrary to popular belief, affluent schools don’t produce higher proficiency rates because of better instruction. Affluent schools produce higher proficiency rates because their students can access outside resources that supplement school instruction. For a number of reasons, parents living in poverty can’t enrich their children’s lives in the same ways that affluent parents can. The education of these kids depends almost entirely on what their schools provide. The NAEP data clearly indicate that their schools aren’t providing them with very much.

Behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching lead to profound learning gains with every type of student, even those born into poverty. The largest federally funded study of educational methods ever conducted in America involved impoverished learners who qualified for Head Start, an educational initiative aimed at improving the academic achievement of low-income students.8 That study demonstrated that behaviorally based methods significantly outperformed all other methods and produced dramatic gains in academic achievement with low-income students.

The learning process is the same regardless of age, gender, race, socioeconomic status, or classification. We learn through a very specific process: the repeated reinforcement of our behavior over time until it becomes neurologically permanent. All children learn this way. Unfortunately, for various reasons, children born into poverty may have fewer opportunities to explicitly practice essential skills, and more important, have those explicit practices reinforced. It is a lack of effective learning opportunities that explains the differences in academic achievement between impoverished and affluent students, not some inherent difference in aptitude or ability.

The Systemic Failure of Our Schools Is Often Medicalized

The number of students classified as learning disabled (LD) has exponentially increased since the emergence of this classification in the 1950s.20, 21The number of children born with an actual neurological impairment make up less than 1% of the population; however, current epidemiological data indicate that approximately 20% of schoolchildren currently receive LD classifications.21, 22 This should come as no surprise with respect to the state of American education as a whole. If 60% or more of the general population of school children graduate below proficiency in all academic subjects, how can we be shocked to discover that a significant percentage of these failures are being medicalized? By medicalized I mean that systemic academic failure is frequently attributed to neurological disorders. Not much empirical evidence exists to support this widely held assumption.

More than 90% of students classified as LD graduate below proficiency in science and math, and only slightly less than 90% graduate below proficiency in reading. These data translate to 10% or less of LD students graduating at the proficient level. The Individuals with Disabilities Act was passed as a means of ensuring that disabled students receive an equal and effective education.23 Students classified as LD gain access to special education services and various accommodations that are supposed to enable those students to become effectively educated despite their “disabilities.” However, it is quite clear from the NAEP data that, like the education non-classified students receive, special education services are profoundly ineffective for an overwhelming majority of students classified as LD.

Also shocking is the fact that minority and low-income students perform as poorly as those classified as LD. Of course, a greater percentage of minority and low-income students are classified as LD, which also represents a troubling trend.14 When academic failures are medicalized, educators and the educational system as a whole are absolved of responsibility for educating them. The causes for academic failure and social inequity are attributed to characteristics of the individual rather than to ineffective practices, institutionalized racism or classism, and social factors impacting minority and impoverished kids. As a result, the system remains unchecked and unchanged.

As I have previously stated, the learning process is the same for all students. Permanent learning is produced by the repeated, reinforced practice of skills over time. Unfortunately, schools are not designed this way. Thus, students are pushed ahead to higher level skills before they have mastered the prerequisite skills. Moreover, many students practice the wrong thing, and get really good at behaviors that actually interfere with learning effective skills. Remember Alex and his word-guessing habit? Alex got really good at guessing words. Unfortunately, guessing words interfered with reading words correctly, and he was diagnosed with dyslexia as a result. Students become classified as LD because of a failure to master essential skills and because they often develop bad habits that get in the way of their learning. The way schools are designed lead to these tragic outcomes, but because failure to learn is attributed to problems inherent to the student, these ineffective traditions and practices continue.


Male and Female Students Are Being Equally Failed

When NAEP scores are evaluated according to gender, there are some modest differences. Females are being more significantly failed than males in math and science, with close to 80% of female students graduating below proficiency in math and over 80% graduating below proficiency in science. However, male students are certainly not dominating in math and science either, with more than 70% graduating below proficiency in math and science. Female students have a slight edge in reading with less than 60% graduating below proficiency, whereas over 60% of male students graduate below proficiency in reading.

When results are evaluated in terms of the proficient and advanced levels, the state of affairs is profoundly alarming regardless of gender. Less than 10% of graduating students achieve the advanced level in any academic area. Moreover, less than 30% of male and female students achieve proficiency in math and science. A little more than 30% of graduating females achieve proficiency in reading and a little less than 30% of graduating males achieve proficiency in reading. A gender gap still exists in this country, with males outperforming females in math and science and females outperforming males in reading. However, this gap is less cause for alarm than the general pattern of failure across academic domains regardless of gender. In other words, a majority of both male and female students are failing to acquire minimum proficiency in essential academic areas upon completion of their high school education.

Gender does not dictate how the learning process occurs. Lack of proficiency in certain academic areas is not explained by a person’s gender. Lack of proficiency is explained by their individual learning histories and subsequent failure to master essential skills. Females may be more inclined to engage in reading activities, and males may be more inclined to engage in activities relating to science and math. However, these inclinations are culturally constructed. Girls are encouraged to engage in activities that seem more “feminine,” and boys are encouraged to engage in those that appear more “masculine.” However, behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching leads to the mastery of essential academic skills regardless of gender or preexisting preferences for specific activities.

Learning environments can be effectively designed so that males and females acquire mastery in all academic subjects, not just those subjects that our culture pushes them toward. Both female and male students have the right to master skills in all subjects so that they can make an actual choice regarding the careers they wish to pursue. Choosing to pursue a career simply due to lack of proficiency in other fields isn’t a real choice — it’s a forced choice. With behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching, students master essential academic skills in all subjects, which leads to the discovery of their true preferences.

Only a Small Percentage of Students Achieve Advanced Levels

It will come as no surprise that Asian students outperform all other groups, but not by as significant a margin as one might expect. Even with the top performing ethnic groups, less than 40% graduate at the proficient level in math, reading, and science. Even more alarming is the fact that only 10% or less of the high performing groups score at the advanced level, with performance at the advanced level in science the lowest of all the academic domains.1

Clearly, no group is dominating. No group is acquiring the kind of accelerated academic preparedness that will enable them to succeed at the college level. In fact, over 75% of entering college freshman require remedial classes in reading, math, and writing.24 Our educational system is failing everyone, with some groups being more tragically failed than others.

The widely held belief is that expert performers are born. In other words, inherent characteristics of learners, like talent, aptitude, and intelligence, are believed to explain why some students achieve high levels of expertise in academic areas. However, no scientific evidence exists that supports this belief. In contrast, scientific evidence actually points to expertise being the result of a very specific type of training.25Behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching lead to the design of teaching practices that produce experts. My organization has been producing expert performers for over 20 years. We design learning environments that lead to the achievement of expertise in academic areas. Our performers didn’t become experts because of inherent talent or aptitude. They became experts as a result of training based in behavioral science and the Technology of Teaching.

Type of School Attended Does Not Significantly Impact Achievement

Privatization and school choice remain key political issues at the center of the debate regarding school reform.26–28 In the early 1990s, the charter school movement arose based on the idea that parents should have the right to choose the school their children attend, and the belief that if the school system resembled the free marketplace, competition for public funds would naturally lead to the improvement of educational practices. However, the most recent NAEP data indicate that there are virtually no differences in educational outcomes for students who attend public versus charter schools. In fact, public schools actually outperformed charter schools in both math and reading on the most recent NAEP. Contrary to popular belief, charter schools are not producing better outcomes despite the consistent efforts made to offer charter schools as an effective alternative to public schools. However, there are differences in test scores for students enrolled in private Catholic schools. 

The private Catholic schools that participated in the 2019 NAEP outperformed public and charter schools in reading and math. However, these private Catholic schools also failed to produce proficiency with a majority of their students. Less than 50% of 8th graders enrolled in private Catholic schools achieved proficient levels in reading and math on the 2019 NAEP. A little more than 10% of Catholic school students achieved the advanced level in math and less than 10% of Catholic school students achieved the advanced level in reading. Although the percent of students performing at proficient and advanced levels did exceed those of public and charter schools, these percentages still failed to demonstrate superior academic outcomes with a majority of students enrolled, which should be expected of an expensive private education.
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