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National Issues Forums issue books are designed to stimulate public deliberation,
which is a way of making decisions together that is different from discussion or debate.
The purpose of deliberative forums is to inform collective action. As citizens, we have to
make decisions together before we can act together, whether with other citizens or
through legislative bodies. Acting together is essential for addressing problems that
can’t be solved by one group of people or one institution. These problems have more
than one cause and therefore have to be met by a number of mutually reinforcing initiatives with broad public participation. This book is about such a problem.
Problems of this sort are difficult to solve because there is a difference between
what is happening and what we think should be happening—but there is no agreement
about what should be done. Expert information alone can’t answer these questions;
they require people to exercise their best judgment. Public deliberation is a way of making sound judgments. It is neither new nor a group technique, but it has been at the
heart of sustainable democratic change since the American Revolution. Deliberation is
essential everywhere collective decisions are made.
We make sound judgments by weighing the likely consequences of various options
for action against all that we hold dear. That is deliberation. Issue books identify what
is most valuable in each option. The books also present the tensions that arise among
options because of the differences in the things people value. This framework sets the
stage for people to sort out and then work through the tensions—not to reach total
agreement but to identify a common direction or way to act on a problem. A more
complete understanding of the nature of the problem (and what people will and won’t
do to solve it) often emerges from public deliberation. This shared understanding and
sense of direction are prerequisites to effective problem solving.
People use issue books for different purposes. Some use them to engage other
citizens in responding to a problem. They may also want to encourage deliberations in
organizations that have the ability to help solve the problem. That is particularly the
case with issues that are likely to polarize communities and government agencies. Issue
books are also used in educational settings to introduce students to their role as citizens
and to develop a more informed electorate.
Deliberation helps people make the difference they would like to make in our
democracy. They integrate individual voices into a more reflective and shared, though
not uniform, public voice. Community organizations, professional associations, and
legislative bodies benefit from hearing how citizens go about making up their minds
when they confront the always difficult trade-offs that have to be made on every issue.
Forum sponsors include, but are not limited to, civic, service, and religious organizations, as well as libraries, high schools, and colleges. Sponsoring organizations
select topics from among each year’s most pressing public concerns, then design and
coordinate their own forums. The forums are nonpartisan and do not advocate a
particular solution to any issue, nor should their results be confused with referenda
or public-opinion polls.
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The Fundamental Question: What Are Schools For?
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Public education for all children is a foundation stone of this nation’s success. But changing times
bring changing challenges. We can agree that children should learn basic skills, but what else do they
need? What central purpose do we want our schools to serve today?
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Prepare Students to Be Successful in the Workplace
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There are alarming signs that the United States is losing its competitive edge in a burgeoning global
economy. If we are to continue to prosper as a nation, the guiding purpose of our public schools
must be to prepare students for an increasingly complex workplace.
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Public schools were founded to foster the skills and behaviors citizens need to govern themselves
and contribute to the public good. A 40-year decline in civic education has taken its toll on the citizen
participation our democracy depends on. Instilling civic values is the most important contribution
public schools make to society.
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A one-size-fits-all model does not serve our children or our society. The mission of public schools
should be to help each child make the most of his or her abilities and inclinations. Schools must be able
to respond to the variety of ways children learn.
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Most of our country’s
greatest advances, from
science to industry to the
arts, are credited in large
part to the education of
our people. But building
and sustaining a system
of public education has
not been easy.

The Fundamental Question:
>> What Are Schools For?
F

ROM THE VERY START, Americans have held widely
divergent views on issues related to public schools.
Many of these have to do with the methods by which we
achieve an educated society. How do we ensure that our
schools are accessible to all children? By what means do
we hold students accountable for learning and schools
accountable for teaching them? What is the role of families
in the education of their children? What is the responsibility of schools in addressing social issues that affect their
students? What is the most efficient and fair way to fund
public education?
Underlying all of these questions is a more basic one:
what is the mission of our public schools?
That is the question we will explore in this discussion
guide. If we can find common ground on the mission of
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public education, we’ll be better equipped to talk about
how to fulfill this responsibility. We’ll have a shared
context within which we can consider other thorny topics,
such as educational standards, the role of the private
sector in public education, the achievement gap along
racial and socioeconomic lines, and the implications of
globalization on how and what we teach students.
For the purposes of this discussion, “public education”
means the public policies and funding that support
universal education for our nation’s children, from kindergarten (and prekindergarten in some states) through high
school. This definition includes public schools and their
variations, such as charter schools and magnet schools, as
well as private school voucher programs administered by
public school districts.

INTRODUCTION

Public Education: Reason to Celebrate
or Cause for Concern?
The United States is among world leaders in its investment in public education. We provide more formal schooling
than do most countries, averaging 13.3 years. We have one
of the highest college graduation rates, with 39 percent of
working-age Americans holding degrees. We spend the
most money on education, except for Switzerland, spending about $12,000 per student each year in public and
private schools at all levels. This investment contributes
to an educated workforce and healthy economy, placing
us in the top five percent of all nations in terms of Gross
National Income per capita.
But the United States is losing its competitive edge.
Although we are among the largest investors in formal
education, our students consistently fare poorly on international comparisons. Every three years, the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
conducts a survey of knowledge and skills of 15-year-olds
in the world’s industrialized countries. In the most recent
study, U.S. students ranked in the bottom half on math,
science, and problem solving and only average in reading.

U.S. Students Lag Behind in
Academic Performance
Subject
Reading
Science
Mathematics
Problem Solving

Rank Among 29
OECD Countries
15
19
23
24
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Achievement Gap Hurts Many Minority Students
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Source: Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, 2003

What’s at Stake for Our Children
and Our Nation?
The impact of public education is felt throughout
society, from the effects on individuals to our well-being
as a country. Key measures show that, overall, people
with more education enjoy better quality of life.
Living Wages: Whether people are able to earn enough
money to support their families is determined in large
part by how much education they receive. High school
dropouts are twice as likely to live in poverty as are those
who have a high school diploma or equivalency degree.
They are almost seven times more likely to be poor than
people who have a bachelor’s degree.

More Education, Less Poverty

Source: OECD, First Results from PISA 2003, Executive Summary

Only 70 percent of our students entering the ninth
grade receive a diploma four years later, according to
research by Jay Greene of the Manhattan Institute for
Public Policy, and less than one-third of all students are
considered ready for college. The well-publicized “achievement gap” for African American, Hispanic, and Native
American students is widening, with only about one-half
graduating on time and one-fifth or less ready for college.
A new group sliding into the achievement gap is boys.
After many generations of reform efforts, more female
students are thriving in the classroom, as evidenced by
stronger test scores and college attendance rates. Boys, on
the other hand, are slipping academically and now make
up less than one-half of the college population, dropping
from 58 to 43 percent of college attendees over the last 25
years.

Education Level
Less than high school grad
High school grad or GED
Some college
Bachelor’s degree or higher

Poverty rate
23.6%
11.2%
7.7%
3.5%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2005 American Community Survey, Table S1701
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Public Safety: People with more education are less likely
to engage in criminal activity. Prison and jail inmates are
two to three times more likely than the general population
to have dropped out of high school. Only 13 percent of
inmates have attended college, compared to 48 percent of
the general population.

More Education, Less Crime

% with high school diploma

State prison inmates
Federal prison inmates
Local jail inmates
Probationers
General population

25.5%
40.6%
31.1%
58.4%
81.6%

Education as a Public Endeavor
Public education is one of the great human experiments
of modern times. Its pioneers championed a system of
universal schooling, in which education was a right rather
than a privilege. They believed that all children were capable of learning and should be provided the opportunity
to do so. They viewed education as more than a private
concern. They said it deeply affected the entire community
and, therefore, should be a collective effort of the community as a whole.
The expanding reach of public schools over the course
of the 20th century was stunning. In 1900, only 6 percent
of young adults in the United States graduated from high
school and only 2 percent went to college. By 2000, 88 percent graduated from high school and 60 percent attended
college. Today, 55 million students receive elementary
and secondary education in the United States, the large
majority of them attending public schools.

Universal Education Reaches 55 Million
Students in the United States

Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, 2003

Economy: The U.S. economy hinges on a qualified
workforce with the education necessary to compete in
the global economy. International comparisons of
academic test scores, however, show U.S. students being
outperformed by their peers in numerous other countries.
Moreover, the nation faces the daunting challenge of
recruiting an adequately prepared labor force as baby
boomers retire.
Health: The more education people have, the healthier
they tend to be. This trend holds true even when other
factors affecting health, such as income, race, and age, are
taken into account. Overall, people with college degrees
are twice as likely to report having excellent or very good
health than are people who didn’t complete high school.

Private schools
10%
Public schools
88%

Homeschooled
2%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
The Condition of Education 2007

More Education, Better Health
Adults (25 and older) who report
being in excellent or very good health:

Less than high school education
High school diploma or equivalent
Some college or vocational school
Bachelor’s degree or higher

39.0%
56.2%
65.9%
78.4%

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control,
2003

4

WHAT IS THE 21ST CENTURY MISSION FOR OUR PUBLIC SCHOOLS?

Churches took the lead in establishing the first schools
for European settlers in America. Until the early 1800s,
state and federal governments provided limited financial
support to schools, including religious schools, but did not
operate them. Schools with religious and ethnic affiliations
thrived. German immigrants, for instance, established 342
German-speaking Lutheran schools in Pennsylvania and
other eastern states by 1820 and expanded to the Midwest
over the next 50 years. Similarly, Dutch Calvinists had
opened 400 schools by the late 1800s.
The early roots of government-sponsored public education in the United States can be traced back to 1779,
however, when Thomas Jefferson issued a proposal to provide free schooling to all children in the Commonwealth

INTRODUCTION
of Virginia. While Jefferson’s specific plan was never realized, it inspired other education leaders to work toward a
universal system of education. One of these was Horace
Mann, considered the “father” of the common-school
movement of the mid-1800s, which laid the foundation for
the public education system we have today.
By “common,” Mann and his fellow reformers meant
that schooling should be provided to all children and that
all children should be taught the same things. They sought
to de-emphasize religious and ethnic differences, focusing
instead on shared values and experiences. Their work led
to the nation’s first compulsory school attendance law
in 1852 in Mann’s home state of Massachusetts. By 1918,
all states had laws requiring children to attend at least
elementary school.
Until the late 1800s, few young people received secondary education. Those who did received it primarily from
private schools and tutors. Publicly funded high schools
gained a foothold in 1874 with a Michigan Supreme Court
decision that allowed communities to use local property
taxes to support high schools. By the mid-1900s, most
states had passed laws that required young people to
attend school until at least 16 years of age.

>>

Private and religious institutions continued to have
a role even as public education expanded. In 1925, the
United States Supreme Court ruled that compulsory
school attendance laws could not be limited to public
schools and that children could attend private schools
instead. Today, state and federal laws continue to recognize private schools and homeschooling, as well as
allow public school districts to provide vouchers, which
children may use to attend private schools.

Horace Mann was considered
the “father” of the common-school
movement of the mid-1800s, which laid
the foundation for the public education
system we have today.

The Aim of Equality
The second half of the 20th century brought laws aimed
at opening wider the school doors. They began with the
1954 landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v.
the Topeka Board of Education, which called for an end to
racial segregation in public schools. Then came the Great

A statue of Horace Mann stands
in the reception hall of the
National Education Association
headquarters in Washington, D.C.
Mann, a pioneer of free public
schools, was Massachusetts’ first

AP/Wide World Photos

secretary of education.
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Tiffany Paredes, right, discusses making
a new training video with, from left,
fellow students Salima Husain and Farah
Jolicoeur, and teacher Christiana Lambson,
in Lambson’s nursing class at Far Rockaway
High School in New York, June 4, 2007.

AP/Wide World Photos

The program is part of College Now, a joint

Society legislation, which included the creation of Head
Start to prepare low-income preschoolers for public
schools. In 1972, gender equality was addressed in Title
IX of Education Amendments, establishing, among other
things, the right of girls to participate equally in school
sports. In 1975, Congress passed the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act, which was later reauthorized
as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
a law that establishes the right of children with disabilities
to a public education and promotes their inclusion in
regular schools and classrooms.
The most recent federal legislation of note is the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001. This law marks a significant
increase in the federal role in public education, instituting
requirements once seen as the purview of state and local
school boards. It expands educational standards and
increases student testing to hold local schools accountable.
And it allows parents to choose a better-performing public
or charter school if their child’s own school is deemed
as failing. Many view the act’s aims as laudable, but some
of the specific provisions and their implementation have
been controversial.

Three Approaches to the Mission of Public
Education
In this forum, we’ll consider different perspectives
about the 21st century mission of our public schools. All
three approaches support teaching what we think of as the
“basics”—reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as skills
like computer literacy and critical thinking. The approaches differ in terms of the main outcome toward which this
teaching is aimed. They present distinctly different priorities, which drive decisions about which subjects are taught,
how resources are used, and how student success is
defined:
6
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program of New York City public schools
and the City University of New York, which
prepares students for college-level work.

Approach One: Prepare students to be successful
in the workplace. According to this perspective, the most
important goals of public education are to enable people
to achieve economic self-sufficiency and maintain a labor
force that keeps America economically strong. The focus
must be on ensuring that our students and our country are
able to compete, excel, and lead in the global marketplace.
Approach Two: Prepare students to be active and
responsible citizens. According to this perspective,
the most important goal of public education is to enable
people to become responsible, contributing members of
society, regardless of the type of work they do. Now, more
than ever, we need to cultivate a sense of shared responsibility for our democracy. Schools must take the lead by
emphasizing the development of character, civic knowledge, and service to the community.
Approach Three: Help students discover and
develop their talents. According to this perspective, the
most important goal of public education is to help each
student cultivate his or her unique capabilities. Students
should be encouraged to discover and develop their particular talents, rather than be molded into “model” workers
and citizens. Society, in turn, benefits when people are
encouraged to do what they do best.
Many people see at least some value in each of these
approaches. The challenge lies in coming to agreement
on priorities and being willing to act on them. If public
education can’t be all things to all students, what’s most
important? What will it take to achieve our desired purposes for public education in terms of time, expertise,
and funding? What should we expect from government,
from the private sector, and from ourselves?
These are some of the crucial questions this forum
will explore.

A P P R O A C H

O N E

“Our economy can’t create
better jobs if America
doesn’t produce workers
qualified to fill them.”

AP/Wide World Photos

— Michael Cox, Chief
Economist, Federal
Reserve Bank of Dallas

>>Prepare Students to Be

Successful in the Workplace
T

HE UNITED STATES HAS a longstanding and hardearned reputation as the land of prosperity. Beginning
with the earliest settlers, many people came to America
in search of a better life and toiled hard to achieve it. A
strong work ethic and competitive spirit may be the foundation of our nation’s economic strength.
But we cannot rest on past successes. That’s why
preparing students for the workforce should be the guiding
purpose of public education, according to Approach One.
To be successful in today’s world, students need more than
the basic reading, writing, and arithmetic that we have
long expected from our public school system. They need
a whole new set of tools that enable them to grasp everevolving technologies and compete in a global economy.

And students need more than the cutting-edge knowledge of today. They need to learn how to learn, to be able
to integrate ever-evolving information and technologies.
To remain competitive in the workforce, the workers of
today must see their learning as a lifelong endeavor.

Economic Success Hinges on Education
The number of years of formal education that people
complete has a direct bearing on how much money they
will earn during the rest of their lives. Income is enhanced
by experience, but remains linked to schooling. On average, people with professional degrees, such as engineering
or nursing, earn three and a half times what people with
only high school degrees make during their lifetimes.
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Impact of Education on Income
Education Level
High school dropout
High school graduate
Associate’s degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Doctorate
Professional degree

Estimated Lifetime Earnings
$1,150,698
$1,455,253
$1,801,373
$2,567,174
$2,963,076
$3,982,577
$5,254,193

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, 2006

The good jobs of today require “more brains than
brawn,” according to labor market experts. In nearly all
lines of work, employers need workers at every level who
are creative, have good analytical skills, and interact well
with co-workers, customers, and clients. Building the
foundation for these skills starts in elementary school—
or even earlier, some argue.
There are disturbing signs that the United States is
falling behind in aspects of education that are essential
for a competitive workforce. If not addressed quickly and
effectively, these deficits may become the Achilles’ heel
of the American economy, seriously jeopardizing our
financial standing in the world.
Math and science are key concerns, according to a
national coalition of prominent business organizations
spearheaded by the Business Roundtable. They offer the
following evidence:
• Compared to other industrialized countries, U.S.
12th graders scored near the bottom in mathematics
and dead last in science.
• The U.S teacher talent pool is continually depleted
by the private sector, which offers far more lucrative
jobs to college graduates in math and science than
schools do.
• The number of engineering degrees awarded by U.S.
colleges has dropped 20 percent since 1985. By 2010,
if current trends continue, more than 90 percent of
all scientists and engineers in the world will be living
in Asia.
This gloomy forecast can be turned around if we act
now, according to the business coalition. They proposed
a national goal of doubling the number of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics graduates with
bachelor’s degrees by 2015.
“The United States must respond to this challenge as
energetically as we did to the Soviet Union’s launching of
Sputnik in the 1950s,” they urged in their recent report.
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“The U.S. response was immediate and dramatic. Less
than a year later, President Eisenhower signed into law
the National Defense Education Act, a major part of the
effort to restore America’s scientific pre-eminence.”

Leaving Students Behind Is Costly
The aging of the U.S. population will deepen workforce
woes, as people retiring from the workforce outnumber
those entering it. To make matters worse, many available
workers don’t have the training required for the jobs available today, let alone in the future. Given this demographic
landscape, we need all of today’s students to become
competitive and productive workers of tomorrow. But
test scores and dropout rates paint a different picture:
Too many students leave public schools without a diploma, and we’re losing low-income and minority students
at alarming rates.
The achievement gap begins early, according to test
scores from the National Assessment of Educational
Progress. By the fourth grade, reading scores for African
American and Hispanic students are less than two-thirds
of the scores for white students. While test scores for all
racial and ethnic groups have improved over the past 10
years, the discrepancies between groups remain largely
unchanged. The same pattern holds true for low-income
students.

4th Graders Scoring at or above the Basic Level
on NAEP
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

Hispanic
African American
Asian
White

Math

Reading

Science
Family income:

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

<185% poverty
>185% poverty

Math

Reading

Science

Source: Center on Education Policy, 2006

By graduation day, only one-half of the nation’s African
American and Hispanic students will receive high school
diplomas. Among white students, one-quarter won’t grad-

APPROACH ONE
uate on time or at all. Among those students who do graduate, many are not intellectually prepared for college or
the workplace.
“For too many graduates, the American high school
diploma signifies only a broken promise,” according to a
report of the American Diploma Project. “In fact, in much
of the United States, students can earn a high school
diploma without having demonstrated the achievement
of common academic standards or the ability to apply
their knowledge in practical ways.”
Three national groups—Achieve, Inc., The
Education Trust, and the Thomas B. Fordham
Foundation—founded the American Diploma Project
to forge a stronger link between high school education
and the real-world demands of work and college. The
groups are concerned that:
• More than 60 percent of employers rate the skills of
high school graduates in grammar, spelling, writing,
and basic math as only “fair” or “poor.”
• At least 28 percent of those who enroll in two- and
four-year colleges immediately take remedial
English or math courses, and over 50 percent take
at least one remedial course during their college
careers.
• While the majority of high school graduates enter
college, fewer than half leave with a degree; significantly fewer African American and Hispanic
students receive bachelor’s degrees than do white
students.
“If we keep the system as it is, millions of children will
never get a chance to fulfill their promise because of their
zip code, their skin color, or the income of their parents,”
says Microsoft founder Bill Gates. “That is offensive to our
values, and it’s an insult to who we are.”

>>

Gates views high schools as part of the problem and
pivotal to the solution:
American high schools are obsolete. By obsolete,
I mean that our high schools—even when they’re
working exactly as designed—cannot teach our
kids what they need to know today. Training the
workforce of tomorrow with the high schools of
today is like trying to teach kids about today’s
computers on a 50-year-old mainframe. It’s the
wrong tool for the times.

“Training the workforce of tomorrow
with the high schools of today is like trying
to teach kids about today’s computers on a
50-year-old mainframe. It’s the wrong
tool for the times.”
— Bill Gates, Microsoft founder

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has invested
nearly one billion dollars so far to help redesign U.S. high
schools. Gates promotes a three-pronged strategy that
includes high expectations for all children to learn and
succeed, publishing data that measure progress toward this
goal (especially among those groups at greatest risk of failing), and turning around failing schools and opening new
ones.

Allaina Dube, 16, a junior at the Truman
Center school in Federal Way, Washington,
is pursuing a career in aviation. Here, she
uses a laptop to give a presentation on her
studies. The school is one of 1,500 high
schools currently supported by the Bill and

AP/ Wide World Photos

Melinda Gates Foundation, which has
invested $2.3 billion since 2000 in new
visions of education, with smaller schools
and more personalized education.
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Dallas Cowboys superstar and Head Start
alum Deion Sanders helps Joel Brown, 5,
and his classmates on the computer at
the Chapel of Peace Head Start center in
Inglewood, California. Sanders was there
to launch Nike’s Start Line, an educational
outreach program designed to provide
AP/ Wide World Photos

computers, software, and staff training
to selected Head Start centers on the
West Coast.

Early Investments Reap High Returns
Some of the country’s most noted economists say that
preparing the nation’s workforce needs to begin with high
quality preschool programs. Studies show that brain development is more rapid during the first years of life than at
any other time and that investments in early education
reap an impressive return.

In response to the growing recognition of
the value of early education, state and local
school boards across the country are
expanding prekindergarten programs for
three- and four-year-olds.
“Early childhood development programs are rarely portrayed as economic development initiatives, and we think
that is a mistake,” say researchers at the Federal Reserve
Bank of Minnesota. “The return on investment from early
childhood development is extraordinary, resulting in better working public schools, more educated workers and
less crime. Any proposed economic development list
should have early childhood development at the top.”
10
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Longitudinal studies of high-quality preschool programs, such as the Perry Preschool in Ypsilanti, Michigan,
show that children who participate in these programs do
better in school, are more likely to graduate from high
school, and earn more as adults. They are less likely to
cost society money in terms of welfare or criminal activity.
A long-term study of the Perry Preschool program found
that for every dollar invested in the program, over eight
dollars in benefits were returned to the program participants and to society as a whole.
In response to the growing recognition of the value
of early education, state and local school boards across
the country are expanding prekindergarten programs for
three- and four-year-olds. Many target their programs
to at-risk children, such as those with disabilities or low
family incomes. But a handful of states have launched voluntary prekindergarten programs for all four-year-olds.
Georgia was the first, implementing its program statewide
in 1995.
“Preschool education is one of the most important
issues facing the nation,” said then-governor Zell Miller.
If our children are going to compete in a global
market, we must make them global thinkers. It is
incumbent upon us to do everything we can—as
soon as we can—to prepare them to learn and to
function in a world no longer limited by state or
national boundaries. . . . As an educator, I can tell
you that the research proves what good teachers
have known for a long time—that what happens to
children in the first few years of life makes a big
difference.

APPROACH ONE
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Examples of Approach One in Practice
High Tech High School, San Diego,
California
Industry, education, and civic leaders in downtown
San Diego were frustrated. Students in the area leaving high school and college were not well prepared to
enter the community’s burgeoning high-technology
workforce. In 2000, local leaders sought to change
that by developing an innovative charter high school
to meet the needs and demands of these new industries. Four years later, the High Tech High Charter
School ranked in the top 10 percent of all California
public schools. Some 99 percent of the school’s graduates have gone on to college; half of them will be
the first in their family to earn a college degree.
High Tech High provides a rigorous education in a
nontraditional environment. Teams of 2 to 3 teachers
teach groups of 40 to 60 students, creating a small,
supportive learning community. Students complete
interdisciplinary projects, including creating documentary films, building robots, and conducting biological
field research. In addition, juniors and seniors enter
internships with local businesses that match their
interests and skills, linking schoolwork to the real
world.
High Tech High is being replicated in several
states, with support from the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. Each of these schools has fewer than 550
students and offers a more narrowly focused curriculum than the traditional 7 classes a day. Students
select projects based on their own personal interest
and engage in educational experiences designed to
give them skills and abilities needed for higher education and the workplace.
(Primary source: “Rethinking High School: Five Profiles of
Innovative Models for Student Success,” a study by WestEd for
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2004)

Oklahoma’s Prekindergarten Program
Oklahoma is a national leader in providing voluntary prekindergarten classes to all four-year-olds in the
state. Its success is the result of a quiet, but steady,

effort that began with a pilot prekindergarten program
in 1980, which served children regardless of income.
During the 1990s, small changes were made to the
school aid funding formula that allowed, but did not
require local school boards to educate four-year-olds.
In the 1992-1993 school year, 10 percent of the
state’s 4-year-olds were enrolled in prekindergarten.
By 2006, enrollment had grown to 69 percent of all 4year-olds, with 525 of the state’s 540 school districts
participating.
Oklahoma’s program emphasizes quality, with
rules as stringent as any in the nation. There can be no
more than 10 students per teacher, and no more than
20 students with 2 teachers in a classroom. Teachers
must have a bachelor’s degree and be certified in early
childhood education. The prekindergarten programs,
which are half or full days, coordinate their efforts
with child-care centers, Head Start, and other programs. And for younger children, Oklahoma public
schools sponsor Parents As Teachers, a voluntary program for parents with children from birth to age
three, to support early child development.
In 2004, Georgetown University researchers conducted a study of what difference the prekindergarten
program was making in Tulsa, the state’s largest school
district. Overall, children who attended Tulsa pre-K
showed a 52 percent gain in letter-word identification,
a 27 percent gain in spelling, and a 21 percent gain in
prenumeracy skills compared to the control group.
While all racial and income groups benefited from the
program, African American, Hispanic, and low-income
children showed the greatest improvement. The
researchers hailed the program as “an example of the
success with which systemic, school-based initiatives
can launch four-year-olds in a promising trajectory.”
(Sources: “You’re Doing Fine, Oklahoma: The Universal Pre-K
Movement Takes Off in Unlikely Places,” by David L. Kirp.
American Prospect: November 2, 2004; updated data provided
by the Oklahoma Department of Education)
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>>Summary of Approach One: Prepare Students to Be Successful in the Workplace
According to this perspective, the most important
goals of public education are to enable people to achieve
economic self-sufficiency and maintain a labor force that
keeps America economically strong. The focus must be
on ensuring that our students and our country are able
to compete, excel, and lead in the global marketplace.

Actions that Support Approach One
• Taxpayers and schools invest in state-of-the-art technology and teaching methods to prepare students
to compete in a global workforce.
• Local and state school boards establish high-quality
prekindergarten programs to boost early brain development and long-term student achievement.
• State education agencies set high standards and
monitor performance to ensure that students leave
high school with the skills they need for work and/
or college.
• Schools and community programs provide outreach
and support to underachieving students so that all
may succeed.
• Parents and other family members help students
explore different career choices based on their interests, skills, and future employment opportunities.
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• Employers collaborate with school systems about
workforce needs and help students learn about specific occupations and their requirements.

Possible Concerns with This Approach
• Is it realistic to expect public schools to successfully
prepare students for a workforce that is ever changing,
one that requires ongoing job-specific training?
• Does this approach run the risk of public schools
becoming agents of corporations, serving the needs
of business over those of individuals and society as a
whole?
• Does economic success provide too narrow a vision
for public education, shortchanging other important
abilities needed for a successful adult life?

Potential Trade-Offs in This Approach
• Will focusing public education on employability
narrow the breadth of education?
• Will setting higher standards for graduation result in
fewer students receiving high school diplomas?

A P P R O A C H

T W O

“A healthy democracy
depends on the
participation of citizens,
and that participation
is learned behavior; it
doesn’t just happen.”

AP/ Wide World Photos

— Sandra Day O’Connor, former
Supreme Court Justice

>>Prepare Students to Be Active

and Responsible Citizens
P

UBLIC SCHOOL STUDENTS in the United States learn
an early civics lesson when they pledge allegiance to
the flag: They are part of one nation that is indivisible,
with liberty and justice for all. Francis Bellamy carefully
chose these words when he authored the Pledge of
Allegiance in 1892 to convey the principles upon which a
free, democratic nation is founded.
The vision contained in the Pledge of Allegiance
remains crucial to the vitality of our nation today, according to Approach Two. Instilling civic values and behaviors
is perhaps the single most important contribution that
public education makes to society.
“Democracy’s survival depends on our opening to each
generation the political vision of liberty and equality that
unites us as Americans,” writes historian and educator
Paul Gagnon.
The values that sustain democracy are not natural
habits; we are not born with them. Devotion
to human equality and freedom, to social and

economic justice, to truth and rule of law, to
acceptance of diversity and mutual aid, to personal
self-restraint and self-respect—all these need
teaching, learning, and practice. They are not just
options the society can do without.

Public Schools Are Essential to a Civil
Society
Across the country, many educators, parents, and
policymakers are recognizing the pivotal role that schools
play in creating a civil society, one in which citizens
engage in respectful relationships, in which they deliberate
about public issues, and in which voluntary associations—
occupational, civic, and religious—flourish. The health of
a democracy relies on an active citizenry to maintain this
important social foundation.
“Schools always have had a mission of socializing
our children and preparing them for life,” says Daniel
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Character Field Day at Bingham Farms
Courtesy of Bingham Farms Elementary School

Elementary School in Birmingham,
Michigan, was selected as a “2007
Promising Practice” by the Character
Education Partnership.

Goleman, psychologist, science reporter, and author of
best-selling books about social and emotional intelligence.

Character education is a national
movement that encourages schools to
create environments that foster ethical,
responsible, and caring young people.
There are many kinds of learning that go on in
school. There’s the explicit curriculum—math,
language, the content. And there’s the implicit
curriculum—learning how to get along with other
people, learning how to motivate yourself, how to
resist temptation and stay fixed on a goal, how to
work together toward a common goal. These
implicit lessons over the course of a life, I believe,
turn out to be even more important than whether
you know how to do quadratic equations.
Teaching these implicit lessons is the goal of what is
often referred to as character education. Character education is a national movement that encourages schools
to create environments that foster ethical, responsible,
and caring young people. Effective character education
programs are integrated throughout every aspect of the
school, including the content of the curriculum, methods
of teaching, handling of discipline, and relationships
among all members of the school community. Such programs help children not only to understand core, ethical
values, but also to care about and act upon them.
14
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“Public schools in this country were founded to foster
citizens capable of self-rule and contribution to the common good,” says Victor Battistich of the University of
Missouri, who examined 15 years of research on character
education programs. “Character education, done early and
well, appears to put students on a path toward successful
life outcomes. A good character education program establishes a reinforcing system of positive influences that help
youth deal effectively with life and avoid becoming
involved in negative behaviors.”

Schools Must Teach Who We Are as a
Democratic Nation
Beyond the practice of character education, public
schools have had a longstanding role in what is commonly
called civic education. Civic education in schools has
been on the decline since the late 1960s, when it was common to have up to three courses in democracy, civics,
and government. Today, formal civic education is typically
comprised of a single semester course in government.
This educational neglect is reflected in national student
test scores. A startling 75 percent of high school seniors
failed to demonstrate an adequate level of knowledge in
civics and government in the most recent National
Assessment of Educational Progress.
The de-emphasis of civics education is taking its toll on
civic participation, according to a survey published by the
National Conference of State Legislatures as part of the
Representative Democracy in America project. For democracy to work, citizens need to understand what it means to
participate in governing themselves, have the knowledge
to do it well, and appreciate the complexities of the democratic process and how it works. The survey revealed that

APPROACH TWO
large numbers of citizens aren’t fulfilling these responsibilities and that older generations have failed to teach the
ideals of citizenship to the next generation. Young adults
(age 26 and under) are much less likely to vote, follow
what’s happening in government, or contact public officials.
Young adults are equally likely to participate in volunteer
activities, but not ones that are thought to be political in
nature.

Civic Participation on Decline Among
Younger Americans
26 and under

Over 26

Registered to vote
Voted in all or most elections
Follow what’s happening
in government
Participated in volunteer activity
Contacted public official
Worked in or contributed
to a campaign
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Source: “Citizenship: A Challenge for All Generations,” National Conference of State
Legislatures, September 2003

Public schools play a critical role in instilling a sense of
collective responsibility as the nation becomes increasingly
diverse. This diversity is reflected in the demographics of
public schools, where African American, Asian, Hispanic,
and other racial minorities now comprise over 40 percent
of the nation’s student body. Our schools have always been
important in the civic integration of new immigrants. This
was true for the waves of Eastern and Southern Europeans
who came to work in U.S. factories a century ago, as it is
today for large numbers of Hispanic immigrants. About 20
percent of today’s public school students are children of
first-generation immigrants.
“To live in harmony with United States institutions and
to make a productive contribution to national democratic
life, students from other cultures need both information
about and experiences in the political system of the United
States,” says Carolyn Pereira, who directs the Constitutional Rights Foundation of Chicago.
In their home countries, these students and their
parents may have experienced political systems very
different from our own. Some may have come from
villages where the official law or justice systems
rarely intrude. Others arrive from nations where
government is repressive and omnipresent. Thus,
the need for good civic education is urgent for
those new to this culture.

>>

Citizenship Skills Must Be Practiced
What should be done to revitalize the essential role
of public education in preparing young people to be good
citizens? For one thing, start early, say experts at the
National Center for Learning and Citizenship. Civic education begins in kindergarten with simple concepts, like
learning to listen to others. In later elementary grades,
students can be expected to consider the greater good, as
well as their own, when resolving conflicts. Middle school
students should be able to engage in dialogue with someone with a different point of view. High school students
should be able to participate in school and community
affairs with civility and respect for others.
Other promising approaches are highlighted in
The Civic Mission of Schools, a report of the Carnegie
Foundation of New York and CIRCLE (The Center for
Information and Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement). Research shows that schools boost civic
learning when they:
• Provide formal instruction in government, history,
law, and democracy that conveys how our systems
and laws came to be, the thinking of the people who
created them, and the social and political context
of the times.
• Promote classroom discussion of current events—
local, national, and international—, which encourages critical thinking and consideration of multiple
perspectives.
• Encourage students to practice the skills of selfgovernance in the management of their classrooms
and schools and through simulations of democratic
processes, such as voting, trials, and lobbying.

Public Schools Reflect Nation’s
Growing Diversity

Year
1975
1985
1995
2005

White
76.2%
69.6%
65.5%
57.6%

Black
15.4%
16.8%
16.9%
15.6%

Hispanic
6.7%
10.1%
14.1%
19.7%

Other
1.7%
3.5%
3.5%
7.1%

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
The Condition of Education 2007
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• Link classroom learning to community service,
where students can apply what they’re learning and
engage in meaningful work on serious public issues.
School-sponsored community service furthers a variety
of societal goals, according to former U.S. senator John
Glenn, who chaired the National Commission on Service
Learning:

Schools should be the hub of
civic education and practice. . . .
Our individual and collective well-being
hinges on how well we fulfill our
civic responsibilities.
It can help our students become more informed,
responsible citizens. It can cultivate compassion in
our young people by giving them an active and
meaningful role to play in helping others. It can
engage our students in school and decrease many
serious problems, such as violence and drug abuse
that plague our communities and our country.
Nearly one-third of the country’s elementary and secondary schools have adopted service-learning programs
that connect community service to classroom learning
and encourage civic engagement among young people.

The growth in service learning has been due in part to a
federal program called Learn and Serve America, which
was created in 1992. The program provides grants to
schools, colleges, and community groups to support
service-learning activities and is administered by the
Corporation for National and Community Service.
Research studies show that service-learning programs
in schools provide substantial benefits. According to
the Education Commission of the States, students who
participated in service learning showed, overall, improved
academic performance, improved relationships with peers,
parents, and teachers, greater motivation to learn, and
increased school attendance. Studies also found more
positive perceptions of the schools and students by community members.
Schools should be the hub of civic education and
practice, according to Approach Two. The stakes are high.
Our individual and collective well-being hinges on how
well we fulfill our civic responsibilities. Gagnon writes:
Citizens of whatever class, race, age, gender,
religion or cultural taste need a common body of
knowledge that gives them the power to talk to
each other as equals on their society’s priorities,
each other’s experiences in it, and the political
choices it confronts. The past repeatedly proves
that no sort of diversity is safe, or has a chance at
equality, except among people with common democratic ideas of politics, who also know and have
learned to worry about the dangers to democracy
and what it costs to keep it alive. This is a matter
of rights and survival.

Charley Hensley, 12, left, a seventhgrader at St. Mary’s-Colgan School in
Pittsburg, Kansas, gets a hand casting
his ballot from Crawford county clerk
R.J. Wilson during a Kids Vote Kansas
event at the school. Wilson said the
program places voting machines in
AP/Wide World Photos

the schools to interest children in the
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process and to encourage lifelong
voting habits.
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Examples of Approach Two in Practice
Ridgewood Middle School, Arnold, Missouri
In October 2006, Ridgewood Middle School in
Arnold, Missouri, was 1 of 10 schools recognized as
a National School of Character by the Character
Education Partnership. Six years earlier, it had all the
signs of a “failing school”: high absenteeism, low
academic achievement, and a constant stream of disciplinary problems. A new principal and vice principal
came on board and made a commitment to transform
Ridgewood. They raised the bar on attendance, often
going to truant students’ homes to bring them to
school. They established a “failure is not an option” program, in which students made up missing homework
during their lunch hour rather than receiving zeroes.
And they worked with teachers to integrate character
education throughout the school and all its activities.
Relationships are central to Ridgewood’s character
education program. For one half hour each day,
students meet with adult mentors in small advisory
groups, which create a sense of being part of a family,
rather than an institution. Students lead daily class
meetings that include ethics discussions. A onesemester course in teen leadership prepares students
to take the lead in implementing an honor code and
dealing with problems like bullying. And parents have
become more involved, with attendance at parent
conferences rising from 45 percent in 2000 to 75
percent in 2005.
Service is also part of the Ridgewood program. One
seventh grade teacher, for example, has her students
write and illustrate fairy tales that have a positive moral
lesson. The students go to elementary schools and read
their stories to classes before donating the books to a
local children’s hospital. As part of their science class,
students collaborated with a local church to build a
nature trail.
As a result of these efforts over several years, academic performance is up, disciplinary referrals are down
by more than 70 percent, and the student failure rate
has dropped to zero. Ridgewood has been on Missouri’s
list of Top 10 Most Improved Schools for 4 of the past 5
years.
By statute, 31 states mandate or encourage character
education. Studies have found that comprehensive,
high-quality character education helps students develop effective skills and behaviors for dealing with a

variety of challenging situations, skills they can use for
the rest of their lives.
(Source: “What Can Schools Do?” by Charles C. Haynes and
Marvin W. Berkowitz, in USA Today, February 20, 2007)

Kids Voting USA
Kids Voting USA works to secure the future of
democracy by preparing young people to be educated,
engaged voters. Local affiliates of Kids Voting USA partner with schools and election officials to offer students
in kindergarten through high school a wide range of
classroom and family activities for civic learning. These
activities offer learn-by-doing activities that enable
students to develop critical-thinking skills, reflect on
their role and responsibilities as citizens, and confidently
participate in the civic life of our nation. Evaluations of
the program have found positive effects on students’
attention to the news, discussion of current events
with their families, and voter turnout as adults.
Kids Voting USA has local affiliates in 28 states and
the District of Columbia. Cesar Chavez Public Charter
School for Public Policy in Washington, D.C., was one of
the participating schools on Election Day 2004. A debate
was held before the entire student body between two
students representing the candidates, George W. Bush
and John Kerry, followed by questions from the audience. Students engaged in in-depth discussions of voting rights and voting history and cast their ballots using
the Kids Voting USA’s Web-based voting system. Small
groups of students traveled to local polling precincts
and conducted exit polling. The students’ Election Day
experience brought their classroom learning to life.
Kids Voting USA was started by three businessmen
after they traveled to Costa Rica on a fishing trip in 1988.
During their visit, they learned that the country’s voter
turnout was typically around 90 percent. This high
turnout is attributed to a tradition of children accompanying their parents to the polls. The men were intrigued
by the idea and launched a school-based pilot project in
a Phoenix suburb. That effort has since grown into the
national organization Kids Voting USA. Since 1992, an
estimated 10 million students have participated in the
program.
(Source: Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools Web site:
www.civicmissionofschools.org)
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>>Summary of Approach Two: Prepare Students to Be Active and Responsible Citizens
According to this perspective, the most important
goal of public education is to enable students to
become responsible, contributing members of society,
regardless of the type of work they do. Now, more than
ever, we need to cultivate a sense of shared responsibility for our democracy. Schools must take the lead by
emphasizing the development of character, civic knowledge, and service to the community.

Actions that Support Approach Two
• State and local school boards adopt policies to
increase formal instruction in government, history,
law, and democracy.
• Teachers actively encourage discussion of current
issues and events, inviting students to think critically
and consider multiple perspectives.
• Local organizations and businesses partner with
schools to develop service-learning opportunities
for students.
• Parents model the responsibilities of citizenship by
staying informed about public issues, participating in
public hearings and forums, voting, serving on juries,
and other activities.

18

WHAT IS THE 21ST CENTURY MISSION FOR OUR PUBLIC SCHOOLS?

• Students become leaders in student government and
community improvement projects.
• Public officials provide opportunities for students to
learn how government works.

Possible Concerns with This Approach
• Is this approach too focused on American culture and
institutions, given the increasingly global society in
which students must be prepared to function?
• How will schools ensure that experiential learning that
occurs outside of the school is well supervised and of
high quality?
• Is it really the role of schools to instill what some might
consider moral and ethical values, or would these best
be left to families and religious institutions?

Potential Trade-Offs in This Approach
• Would the time needed to develop and implement
community service-learning projects be better spent
on academic pursuits?
• Will this approach focus so much on what unites us as
citizens and residents of the United States that we’ll fail
to recognize and appreciate our differences?

A P P R O A C H

T H R E E

“Our highest endeavor
must be to develop free
human beings, who are
able of themselves to
impart purpose and
direction to their lives.”

AP/Wice World Photos

— Rudolf Steiner,
Philosopher and
Educator

>>Help Students Discover and

Develop Their Talents
T

HE MISSION OF PUBLIC EDUCATION should be to
help each child become all that he or she is capable
of being, according to Approach Three. Schools should
encourage children to discover and develop their particular talents, rather than be molded into “model” workers
and citizens as defined by employers and government.
Society, in turn, gains a great deal when people are
encouraged to do what they do best.
Howard Gardner, founder of the theory of multiple
intelligences, put it this way:
I want my children to understand the world, but
not just because the world is fascinating and the
human mind is curious. I want them to understand
it so that they will be positioned to make it a better
place. . . . An important part of that understanding
is knowing who we are and what we can do.
Children are not blank slates to be filled, according
to Approach Three. Each child brings his or her own disposition, inclinations, and ways of learning that must be

recognized and honored by those who teach them. This
means that schools should be individualized, flexible, and
democratic. They should focus on the whole child, giving
equal attention to the physical, social, emotional, intellectual, and even spiritual aspects of development.

Ultimate Goal Is Capable, Self-Motivated
Individuals
An early foundation for Approach Three can be found
in the work pioneered by Maria Montessori a century ago,
when she directed a demonstration school for children
with mental retardation in Italy. Most people at that time
viewed her students as incapable of learning or becoming
productive members of society. Under her individualized
approach, her students thrived, some even passing the
exams that the other students took. She expanded her
focus and found that her method was successful in educating children at all ability levels.
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Montessori’s educational program was based on four
developmental stages from birth through young adulthood. She encouraged spontaneous learning through
largely self-directed activity. The role of the teacher was to
control the environment—not the children—by providing
an appropriate classroom and materials to support their

“The world today has become so
fast-paced and competitive that it
is more important than ever for our
children to emerge as self-reliant,
intelligent, motivated individuals who
will fully develop their potential.”
— Elizabeth Hainstock, American author
on Montessori education

learning. She focused her educational process on the needs
and abilities of the child, believing that, ultimately, this
best serves society as a whole. Today, there are at least
4,000 certified Montessori schools in the United States and

about 7,000 worldwide. Most schools are private, though
their methods have also been employed in public schools,
charter schools, and home schools.
“The world today has become so fast-paced and
competitive that it is more important than ever for our
children to emerge as self-reliant, intelligent, motivated
individuals who will fully develop their potential,” wrote
Elizabeth Hainstock, a widely read American author on
Montessori education.
Approach Three is also supported by the groundbreaking research on multiple intelligences conducted by
Harvard professor Howard Gardner. “Intelligence” is not
a single entity that can be understood or measured by
IQ scores, according to Gardner. Rather, there are multiple intelligences that exist within every person to varying
degrees, which are affected by both genetics and experience. Schools tend to focus on only two of these—linguistic
and logical-mathematical. Gardner proposes that there are
at least six more intelligences that are integral to human
development, including musical, bodily-kinesthetic,
spatial, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist.
“When Howard Gardner’s book, Frames of Mind:
The Theory of Multiple Intelligences burst on the scene,
it seemed to answer many questions for experienced
teachers,” wrote Anne Guignon for Education World®:
We all had students who didn’t fit the mold; we
knew the students were bright, but they didn’t excel
on tests. Gardner’s claim that there are several
different kinds of intelligence gave us and others
involved in teaching and learning a way of beginning to understand those students. We would look
at what they could do well, instead of what they
could not do.

Maria Montessori (1870-1952),
Italian educationalist, who
advocated a system of freedom
of expression for students,

Courtesy of www.montessoricentenary.org

founded a network of Montessori
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Felicia Burnett sits in the chair as acting dental
assistant Gregory Shuster rinses the polish from
her teeth. Shuster is enrolled in the Dental
Careers program at E.C. Glass High School in
Lynchburg, Virginia. The class gives students in
Lynchburg City Schools a rare opportunity to
join the dental profession before high school

students learn how to clean teeth, take dental
molds, and work in a dental office.

AP/Wide World Photos

graduation. During the junior and senior years,

Diverse Approaches Tap Individual
Strengths
Evidence of Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences
at work can be found in many “magnet schools.” These
schools operate as part of the public school system. They
offer special curricula or methods of teaching that attract
(hence, the name magnet) students to attend them.
Magnet schools were originally created to improve racial
integration by drawing students from outside their districts to attend these high-quality, innovative schools.
The first magnet school opened at an elementary
school in Tacoma, Washington, in 1969. Today, the
United States boasts more than 3,000 magnet schools
and magnet programs within schools. Their mission
has grown well beyond desegregation. Their ongoing
popularity is due largely to their specialized approach,
which responds to the particular interests, abilities,
and learning styles of the students they serve. Some are
theme-based, such as the arts, science and technology,
or international studies, while others employ alternative
methods of teaching, such as Montessori.
“My two sons, as equally different as they are the same,
benefit tremendously here,” said one parent whose children attend a magnet school in Raleigh, North Carolina.
“The teachers allow kids to make choices in their learning.
A school that relies on the children’s sense of wonder and
insight will perpetuate continued excellence.”

Some schools are designed to jump-start college
attendance for students who are not typically viewed as
college-bound. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
has invested more than $100 million in what they call
“early college high schools,” which recruit traditionally
low-performing students, many below grade level, to
attend high schools that require college courses. The
schools provide the support and guidance that students
need to earn up to two years of college credit by the
time they receive their high school diploma.
Our system of special education is also founded on
helping all students discover and develop their full potential. Students with disabilities are becoming increasingly
integrated into public schools and regular classrooms,
thanks to advances in public laws, teaching methods, and
assistive technology. Only 20 percent of children with
disabilities attended public schools before the passage
of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act in
1975, which was later amended as the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Today, all children,
regardless of disability, are entitled to a free and appropriate public education. Schools are expected, whenever
appropriate, to teach students with disabilities in regular
classrooms, with extra support as needed. Studies show
that this approach, referred to as “inclusion,” results
in higher academic performance and post-high-school
employment, as well as better relationships among
disabled and nondisabled students.
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Some students and their parents prefer private schools,
which are recognized by public law but typically receive no
public funds. One in ten students in the United States

Increasing numbers of private,
public, and home schools are providing
alternatives to the centralized,
standardized, and curriculum-driven
methods of mainstream education.

education. Ruth Ann Martin of Iowa State University
recently conducted a comprehensive review of available
information and research on learner-centered schools
and found that they tended to share the following
characteristics:
• They are flexible, caring, learning communities where
people come before procedures, rules, or technology.
• They are rooted in philosophies about life and
learning that integrate the intellectual, social, emotional, physical, and spiritual aspects of human
development.
• They avoid a one-size-fits-all approach, recognizing
that there are many ways of understanding the needs
of the whole child in balance with the needs of the
community and society at large.

attends a private school, the majority of which are sponsored by religious institutions. Some reform advocates
propose greater flexibility in providing public funding
for qualified private schools, arguing that all schools that
serve the public good be viewed as “public schools.”
“Historians of education often claim that the goal of
universal education was not realized until government
began to provide public education,” wrote Jason Boffetti of
the Faith and Reason Institute in Washington, D.C. “The
question remains, however, whether governments must
also drive all alternatives or whether private and religious
institutions should be included.”
Increasing numbers of private, public, and home
schools are providing alternatives to the centralized, standardized, and curriculum-driven methods of mainstream

• They strive to be inclusive and democratic in
making decisions and resolving conflicts.
• They are relatively small, ranging in size from 10
to 400 students, with many of the longer-lasting
alternatives maintaining a population of 30 to 100
students.
“When we speak of ‘alternatives,’ it is not one or two
small trends,” concluded Martin, “but a growing plethora
of person-centered approaches to education expressed in a
diversity of ways.”

Students Need More Than the “Three R’s”
Education doesn’t begin and end at the schoolhouse
door, according to Approach Three. From an early age,
children learn essential social, emotional, and intellectual

Public Schools Offering Special Services
(1999-2000)

Service
Federal school lunch program*
Speech therapists
School nurses
School counselors
Psychologists
Extended day or before/after
school daycare
Social workers
Medical health-care services
Prekindergarten programs

Elementary Secondary
93%
93%
96%
83%
81%
79%
79%
98%
74%
67%
47%
44%
38%
35%

14%
41%
41%
NA

*Data not broken out by elementary and secondary schools
Source: Center on Education Policy. “A Public Education Primer: Basic (and Sometimes
Surprising) Facts about the U.S. Education System.” 2006.
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skills in their homes and communities. This learning
provides a foundation and supporting structure for the
learning that takes place in the classroom. Without it,
a child’s development is seriously undermined.
Professor Jane Roland Martin at the University of
Massachusetts in Boston proposes turning our schoolhouses into “schoolhomes,” where routines, teaching
methods, and relationships are all guided by a spirit of
familylike affection.
“Instead of focusing our gaze on abstract norms, standardized tests, generalized rates of success, and uniform
outcomes, the idea of the schoolhome directs attention
to actual educational practice,” wrote Martin. “Of course,

>>

a schoolhome will teach the three R’s. But it will give
equal emphasis to the three C’s of care, concern, and
compassion—not by designating formal courses in these
fundamentals but by being a domestic environment
characterized by safety, security, nurturance, and love.”
Consistent with this philosophy is the growth of schoolbased services and programs focused on students’ nonacademic needs. Starting with the free and reduced school
lunch programs of the 1960s, schools have been drawing a
wider circle around what they consider central to meeting
a child’s educational needs. Student health centers, beforeand after-school child care, and other supplemental
programs are taking hold in schools across the country.

Examples of Approach Three in Practice
Patrick O’Hearn Elementary School,
Dorchester, Massachusetts
The Patrick O’Hearn Elementary School is located in
one of Boston’s largest neighborhoods. It has often
ranked among the top-performing elementary schools
in state test results. It is the fifth most requested elementary school in the Boston school district and one of the
smallest, with just 235 students.
The O’Hearn, as local residents call it, has a diverse
population—racially, economically, linguistically, and
developmentally. You will find children born overseas
and American kids of single mothers; children of teachers and children whose grandfather is Boston’s mayor.
Children who can chatter and run on the playground
take recess with kids who have never uttered their
own name, taken an independent step, or seen their
handwriting. One-third of the students receive special
education help and some of the most intensive therapeutic services offered by any of Boston’s public schools.
“I don’t want this to be a school just for children with
disabilities, because then it’s not inclusive,” says Principal
Bill Henderson. “Inclusion only works if you have a balance.” In academic parlance, inclusive schooling means
that children with physical, mental, and learning
impairments are taught alongside students who are
developing more typically. At the O’Hearn, inclusion
also means adapting lessons so that every child in a
room is learning aspects of the same lesson, with two

teachers in each room, one of whom is certified in
special education.
“You’ll see the curriculum turned upside down and
realigned to figure out how everyone in the class can
achieve the curriculum goals,” says Nancy Zollers, a
consultant who has studied the O’Hearn. Every child
benefits, she says. “You can’t go unnoticed in an inclusive
environment.”
Parents recognize that those extra eyes on all children
help even the typical and gifted students move ahead.
La Dawn Strickland says that classwork can be easy for
her nine-year-old son, Abanu, but the teachers give him
extra challenges at a before-school academic program
and enrich her son’s schooling with a host of arts classes.
For that reason, she did not move him to an advanced
program elsewhere.
The O’Hearn was recognized by the U.S. Department
of Education in a publication called Schools with
Ideas that Work! Principal Bill Henderson received the
Secretary’s Highest Recognition Award from the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services for advancing the goals of the Americans with Disabilities Act.
The O’Hearn serves as a model of inclusive education
for schools across the country, where one in seven U.S.
students receives special education services because
they have a disability.
(Primary source: “A Matter of Principal,” by Suzanne Sataline,
published by the Boston Globe, January 30, 2005.)
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Examples of Approach Three in Practice
Dayton Early College Academy,
Dayton, Ohio
Only 51 percent of all African American students
nationwide graduate from high school. Only 20 percent
of them leave high school ready for college. Dayton,
Ohio, is no exception, where the majority of African
American students live in poverty, making them among
the least likely to graduate from high school, much less
go to college. Ohio’s elementary and charter schools
wanted to change this. The University of Dayton, the
Dayton Public School District, and key education leaders
created the Dayton Early College Academy (DECA)—a
small, personalized high school where students are well
on their way to earning both a high school diploma and
up to two years of college credit toward a bachelor’s
degree.
Since opening its doors in fall 2003, DECA has integrated a rigorous course of study for its students. The
school is accountable for all testing and benchmarks as
required by the state and district, and its curriculum is
closely tied with Ohio state content standards. DECA
administrators report that by 2007, the school’s first
graduating class will have met both the state of Ohio
and the University of Dayton’s performance and competency standards and will be well positioned to finish the
remaining requirements for a bachelor’s degree—an

RiKale Anderson, left, and Aaron
Jones, seniors at Dayton Early
College Academy, discuss the proper
preparation of microscope slides
with Dr. Stacie Williams, Director

Courtesy of DECA

of Curriculum.
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achievement that defies national statistics. A large majority of these students will be the first generation in their
family to attend college.
DECA fully engages students through active learning.
Staff identify each student’s interests, strengths, and
needs through an initial home visit, ultimately creating a
personalized learning plan. Each plan includes specific
goals and strategies that build on the student’s strengths
and interests and identifies skill gaps that need to be
addressed. In addition, students work in small groups
along with their four content area teachers throughout
the year. The individualized student focus and faculty
support allow high school academic content to be compressed into a shorter period of time, making early access
to college a reality.
There are more than 125 early college high schools
currently operating in over 20 states. Thus far, over
95 percent of entering ninth graders have graduated
with a high school diploma, over 57 percent of entering
students have earned an associate’s degree, and over
80 percent of students have been accepted into a fouryear college.
(Source: “Rethinking High School: Five Profiles of Innovative
Models for Student Success,” a study by WestEd for the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2004, and “All Students College-Ready:
Findings from the Foundation’s Education Work, 2000-2006,”
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation)
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>> Summary of Approach Three: Help Students Discover and Develop Their Talents
According to this perspective, the most important
goal of public education is to help each student cultivate
his or her unique capabilities. Students should be encouraged to discover and develop their particular talents,
rather than be molded into model workers and citizens.
Society, in turn, benefits when people are encouraged to
do what they do best.

Actions that Support Approach Three
• Teachers and principals—who know their students
best—have more discretion in providing educational
programs suited to the particular needs of their
students and communities.
• Schools reduce class sizes to provide more individual
attention to each student.
• Teachers and principals use individualized education
methods with all students, including those with
special needs.
• State and federal education agencies allocate more
of their funding for magnet schools and other alternatives that respond to diverse student talents and
needs.
• Community organizations partner with schools to
enhance the development of children, such as bringing health, social, and other services into the school.

• Community volunteers and parents mentor students
to develop their particular talents and reach their
individual goals.

Possible Concerns with This Approach
• How do we measure the performance of schools and
hold them accountable without specific expectations
and standards that apply to all?
• Does this individualized approach prepare students
for the “real world” where they’ll have to fit in without
special attention?
• Does this approach encroach upon the role of families in the raising of their children?

Potential Trade-Offs in This Approach
• Will diverting public education funds to magnet
schools undermine the quality of regular neighborhood schools?
• Can schools expand the quantity of courses
and approaches they offer without undermining
academic quality?
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>>Comparing Approaches

T

HIS NATION HAS long prided itself on a public school
system that successfully educates its children to be
productive citizens of a flourishing democracy. And, by
many measures, that continues to be the case. But there is
increasing evidence that American schools have failed to
keep pace in a rapidly changing world.
U.S. students consistently do poorly in comparison with
students from other developed countries. In a recent
study, U.S. youngsters ranked in the bottom half in math
and science and only average in reading.
Large numbers of low-income, minority students are
falling behind their white and Asian American peers. Only
about one-half of African American, Hispanic, and Native
American students graduate from high school on time;
only one-fifth of them are ready for college.
Today’s students are less likely to graduate from public
schools with the knowledge and skills they need to be good
citizens. Civics courses have dropped dramatically in
recent decades. The result is that only one-quarter of high
school seniors perform at a competent level in civics and
government on national tests.
These trends do not bode well for our children as individuals or for the future of this nation. But what can be
done? What can schools do? Most Americans agree that
children should learn reading, writing, and arithmetic as
well as computer literacy and critical thinking. But beyond
teaching these basic skills, there is little agreement about
the central mission of our schools. Should it be to prepare
youngsters for jobs in an increasingly global and technological economy? To train them to be responsible citizens
in their communities and in their country? To educate
each child to make the most of his or her individual
potential?
These forums are designed to help you consider different perspectives on these questions and to think together
about the advantages, costs, and trade-offs of alternative
courses of action. An outline for talking through this issue
appears on these pages.
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APPROACH

ONE

>>Prepare Students to Be
Successful in the Workplace
As technological advances
increasingly define the
tasks in today’s offices and
factories, and a global marketplace puts pressure on
the U.S. economy, good
jobs increasingly depend
on well-educated workers.
The top priority of our public schools must be to prepare students to succeed in
the workplace and maintain a labor force that keeps
America economically strong.

Some Likely Actions
• Taxpayers and schools invest in state-of-the-art
technology.
• Local and state school boards establish high-quality
preschool programs.
• State education agencies set high standards and
monitor achievement.
• Parents help students explore different career
choices.
• Employers collaborate with schools about workforce
needs.

Trade-Offs
• Focusing on employability may narrow the breadth
of public school education.
• Setting high standards may result in fewer students
getting high school diplomas.

Concerns about This Approach
• Is it realistic to expect schools to prepare students
for jobs in an ever-changing workplace where many
positions require job-specific training?
• Is there a risk that schools may become agents of
corporations, serving the special needs of business
rather than of society as a whole?
• Does economic success provide too narrow a vision
for public education?

COMPARING APPROACHES

APPROACH

TWO

APPROACH THREE

>>Help Students Discover
and Develop Their Talents

>>Prepare Students to Be
Active and Responsible Citizens
The most important goal
of public education is to
enable students to become
responsible, contributing
members of society, regardless of the kind of work they
do. Now, more than ever,
we need to cultivate a
sense of shared responsibility for our democracy. Schools must take the lead
by emphasizing the development of character, civic
knowledge, and service to the community.

Some Likely Actions
• School boards increase formal instruction in government, history, and law.
• Teachers add discussion of current events to their
lesson plans.
• Local organizations and businesses partner with
schools to develop service-learning opportunities.
• Students participate in student government and
community projects.
• Public officials provide opportunities for students to
learn how government works.

Trade-Offs
• The resources spent in developing service-learning
projects might be better spent on academic pursuits.
• Active discussion of issues sometimes leads to conflict,
which teachers and students will need to manage
constructively.

Concerns about This Approach
• Is this approach too focused on American culture and
institutions given the increasingly global society in
which students must be prepared to function?
• How will schools ensure that experiential learning
outside the classroom is well supervised and of high
quality?
• Is it really the role of schools to instill moral and ethical
values?

>>

The most important goal
of public education is to
help students develop
their individual abilities,
not mold them into model
workers and citizens.
Encouraging students to
do what they do best
will help them become
productive adults and contribute to a robust society.

Some Likely Actions
• Teachers have more leeway in designing curriculums
suited to the particular needs of their students.
• Schools reduce class sizes to provide students more
individual attention.
• Teachers use individualized education methods with
all students.
• Government agencies allocate more resources to
magnet schools.
• Community volunteers and parents mentor students.

Trade-Offs
• Diverting public money to magnet schools may
undermine the quality of neighborhood schools.
• Expanding the quantity of offerings in a school may
undermine academic quality.

Concerns about This Approach
• How do we measure school performance without
standards that apply to all schools?
• Does this individualized approach prepare children
for the “real world” where they will be expected to
“fit in” without special attention?
• Does this approach encroach on the role of families
in raising their children?
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QUESTIONNAIRE

What Is the 21st Century Mission
for Our Public Schools?
Now that you’ve had a chance to participate in a forum on this issue, we’d like to know what you are thinking. Your
opinions, along with those of thousands of others who participated in these forums, will be reflected in a summary report
that will be available to all citizens, including those who took part in the forums, as well as officeholders, members of the
news media, and others in your community.

1.

Do you agree or disagree with the statements below?

Strongly
agree

Somewhat
agree

Somewhat
disagree

Strongly
disagree

Not
sure

Strongly
favor

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Not
sure

a. Schools should do more to prepare students to
compete in the global economy.
b. Letting students focus on their particular interests and
strengths will not prepare them for the “real world.”
c. Schools should teach students to become responsible,
contributing members of society.
d. It’s not wise to design a curriculum to meet the needs of
today’s workplace since the economy is changing so rapidly.
e. Teaching to a standardized curriculum leaves too many
students behind.
f. It’s the job of the family, not the schools, to instill a sense
of responsibility and ethics in young people.

2.

Do you favor or oppose each of these actions?
a. Collaborate with employers to develop curriculum
that helps student learn about specific occupations and
their requirements.
b. Adopt service-learning programs in public high schools.
c. Reduce the number of educational requirements to allow
for more individualized instruction.
d. Add more instruction in government, history, law, and
democracy throughout the K-12 curriculum.
e. Establish high-quality public preschool programs.
f. Give teachers more discretion with regard to what
and how they teach.
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>> Q U E S T I O N N A I R E
3.

Strongly
favor

Do you favor or oppose the statements listed below?
a. Add more math and science to the public school
curriculum, EVEN IF that means sacrificing some
humanities, social studies, and arts courses.

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Not
sure

b. Integrate character education in the curriculum for all
students, EVEN IF this raises controversy about which
moral and ethical values are taught.
c. Tailor the curriculum to meet the individual needs of
each student, EVEN IF this means that students take
fewer required classes.
4.

Are you thinking differently about this issue now that you have participated in the forum?
Yes

No

If yes, how?

5.

In your forum, did you talk about aspects of the issue you hadn’t considered before?
Yes
No

6.

What, if anything, might citizens in your community do differently as a result of this forum?

7.

How many NIF forums have you attended, including this one?
1–3

4–6

7 or more

Not sure

8.

Are you male or female?

Male

Female

9.

How old are you?
17 or younger

18–30

31–45

46–64

65 or older

Hispanic

Native American

White/Caucasian

Large city

Suburban

10. Are you:
African American
Asian American
Other (please specify) __________________
11. Where do you live?
Rural

Small town

12. What is your ZIP Code?

Please give this form to the forum leader, or mail it to National Issues Forums Research, 100 Commons Road,
Dayton, Ohio 45459-2777.
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National Issues Forums Institute
The National Issues Forums Institute’s mission is to promote the use of public deliberation
in schools, colleges, civic organizations, and religious institutions in the United States. The
institute serves as a partner with public affairs television stations and other organizations
that want to reach a wider audience. For almost two decades, the institute has collaborated
with Milton B. Hoffman Productions to produce A Public Voice, a public television program
examining what citizens think of issues affecting the nation. In addition, the institute develops some of the issue books used in NIF forums. The institute’s directors are volunteers
drawn from leaders in government, colleges and universities, libraries, civic organizations,
the media, and medicine. For more information on the institute, visit www.nifi.org.
Kettering Foundation
The Kettering Foundation is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research institute with offices in
Dayton, Ohio, Washington, D.C., and New York City. The foundation’s research is used
in preparation of the books in the National Issues Forums series. For more information
about Kettering, contact the foundation at 200 Commons Road, Dayton, Ohio 45459, or
visit the foundation online at www.kettering.org.
A Note about This Issue Book
Each book in the National Issues Forums series presents a critical public issue and several
choices or approaches to addressing the issue. Panels of experts review manuscripts to
make sure the choices are presented accurately and fairly. By intention, issue books do not
identify individuals or organizations with partisan labels, such as Democrat, Republican,
conservative, or liberal. The goal is to present ideas in a fresh way that encourages readers
to judge them on their merit. Quotations from experts and public officials are used when
their views are relevant to the issue, but the individuals who are quoted might not endorse
every aspect of the presentation of the issue in the book.
Ordering Issue Books
This issue book is part of a series that includes other topics, including violent kids,
campaign spending, public schools, urban sprawl, privacy and free speech on the Internet,
jobs, alcohol, health care, terrorism, and Social Security reform. For additional copies of this
and other NIF books please visit www.nifi.org.
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