
Lesson 1.1

California Context:
Are California’s Schools Really Behind?
California kids are just like other states’ kids, right?

In This Lesson

How big is the California school system?

Are California schools behind?

What is the Nation's Report Card?

What is the NAEP test?

Is the NAEP test fair?

Are poor kids dragging down California's test scores?

How does California rank on test scores?

What are the key themes of Ed100?

Does Ed100 have a blog?

★ Discussion Guide

Few parents, even "active" ones, understand the massive California school system
accurately — even in "normal" times.

Many think they do — after all,
they lived through their own
education — but a dose of humility
is in order. The education system
as a whole rarely changes much
from one year to the next, but it
has changed quite significantly
since the Great Recession of 2008,
and the COVID-19 Pandemic of
2020 certainly will change it again.
Even in ordinary times myths and
outdated ideas have a funny way of
sticking around.
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Ed100 exists to demystify the California school system. Let's start with the obvious: the
system is really, really big:

Big

Millions of students. California is home to 40 million people, including about 6.7
million students in K-12 grades. About one of every six people in California is a K-12
student. Each grade level enrolls roughly half a million students.

Thousands of schools. There are about 10,000 California schools — more schools
than Starbucks.

Thousands of teachers. Throughout the USA, there are more teachers than soldiers,
or doctors, or lawyers, or police officers. There are about 300,000 teachers in California.

Billions of hours. Each K-12 student spends about 1,000 hours in school per year, for
an annual collective total of 6.7 billion hours. For perspective, that's more than the
cumulative hours spent over a decade to launch the Apollo mission. It's about 20 times
greater than the total hours spent to build the pyramid at Giza.

Billions of dollars. California has a giant economy. Expenditures for K-12 education
account for about 3% of it. (This isn't impressive in context, which we'll discuss later,
in Lesson 8.1. For now, the point is that the system is big.)

There are sound reasons why this mammoth education system has to be particularly
complex. Like Texas and Florida (and unlike, say, New York), California's population has
grown rapidly.

http://ed100.org/lessons/californiaskimps


The students in these growing states have all kinds of different needs. To serve those needs
and balance among them, the education system must be simultaneously massive and
personal, which makes complexity unavoidable. To work for all students, it has to work
for each student — even in a pandemic. That's an authentic challenge.

Breaking it Down

In California, about one student in five lives in poverty. About a fifth are learning English.
Some kids come to school ready for kindergarten, but most don't. About an eighth
have special learning needs. All students need teachersthat can teach complex material.
And effective leaders. And access to the arts. Which takes money. And...

But we're getting ahead of ourselves. Getting education right requires getting lots of things
right. It's too much to think about all of them at once, so Ed100 breaks it down. You can
make sense of the system, if you take it one topic at a time. Ed100 explains California's
education system, busts myths, and explains what you need to know.

Wait, you might ask — do I really need to understand the system that governs California
schools? Is it even possible? The answer is yes and yes.

https://ed100.org/lessons/poverty
https://ed100.org/lessons/english
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood
https://ed100.org/lessons/specialneeds
https://ed100.org/lessons/teachers
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Why go it alone? See our
tips for creating an
Ed100 Learning Group

California school results
have improved a lot over
the long term. But they
are still pretty mediocre.

Understanding the system is helpful for
the sake of your own kids, of course,
and the point of Ed100 is to make the
system learnable. But there's something
bigger: like it or not, you, as an
involved parent or community member,
are the heart of California's education
accountability system. There is no independent watchdog in the system. You are
it. The system literally depends on the vigilant support of local, active, informed
constituents to speak up for what's right and what's needed.

To wield influence when you need it, you have to know what you are talking about.
Ed100 can help with that.

The core content of Ed100 is a set of
short lessons, including this one. (We
have a blog, too, which provides more
detail and helps make sense of
disruptive conditions like the
Coronavirus pandemic. We also have
a toolbox to help encourage
conversation and learning — but the
lessons are the core content.) You are
reading Lesson 1.1, the first lesson of the first chapter. At the bottom of each lesson you will
find a simple quiz that reinforces a main point. Pass a quiz and you earn a ticket (more
about that in a moment); pass every quiz and you become an Ed100 Graduate.

You can do this. It's free, and it matters. If you complete all of the lessons you will become,
in the words of one state leader, "intimidatingly well-informed." (She wasn't being tongue-
in-cheek. Informed parents aren't easy to dismiss.)

Here's the main point of Lesson 1.1: California's K-12 educational results have improved a
lot over the long term. But they are still pretty mediocre.

How Can We Tell if California Schools Are Behind?

Schools serve many purposes, some hard to measure and some straightforward. Obviously,
one of the central jobs of school is to help students learn grade-level academic stuff.

https://ed100.org/blog
https://ed100.org/blog/the-ed100-toolbox
https://edsource.org/2018/a-closer-look-at-californias-impressive-educational-performance


Very few children
actually take the NAEP
tests.

Each year (with an exception in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic) some of America's
4th and 8th graders take tests for the "Nation’s Report Card." Education insiders rarely call
it by that name. To insiders, these tests are known as the National Assessment of
Educational Progress, or NAEP. (It's pronounced "nape." So now you know.)

Only a few hundred thousand children
actually take the NAEP tests. These
are not the tests that all students are
required to take each year. (Those are
called the CAASPP, or the "Smarter
Balanced" tests.) NAEP is separate, and
its purpose is purely statistical.

Designed to be consistent from place to place and from year to year, it evaluates how well
students know the basic academic content associated with their grade level. Scores on
NAEP, though imperfect, enable researchers and policymakers to monitor the overall
education system, comparing student achievement between years, states, grades, and
student "subgroups" (for example by race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic factors like family
income).

NAEP scores don't tend to change quickly. Frankly, almost nothing in the education system
changes quickly — and this is a recurring theme of Ed100.org. Each year, scores bump up
or down a point or two, but the best predictor of next year's score tends to be last year's
score. It makes sense, right? The education system is like an armada of giant ships, each
rowed by thousands of little oars. Each year the people rowing have a lot in common with
those who rowed the year before. The underlying currents surrounding a school
community tend to change slowly, too. Books and tools might change a little. Teachers
evolve their lessons, or move, or retire, or shift grades. But on the whole, change tends to
happen slowly in each school system.

California's Scores are Low. And also Ordinary.

California's children tend to score poorly on the NAEP tests. The chart below shows the
overall rate at which children in each state have scored at the level deemed "proficient" or
better over time. (It averages fourth and eighth grade math and reading scores.) California
is represented by the thick orange line. The black line represents the average of all the
states excluding California. (Massachusetts is the one on top. Hover over the chart for
details. Full model here.)

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1aFjK5pJZbNDquCP8iAydqCqCOjBERrkHPbhbupHwceU/edit?usp=sharing


California’s children are
not within quibbling
distance of the skills of
children elsewhere in the
country.

Unfortunately for California kids, these stubborn scores appear to matter. Most (not all)
education researchers reckon that a ten-point difference in NAEP scores represents about a
year of difference in academic learning. If true, California's average students are years
behind those in top-scoring states like Massachusetts. Meanwhile, California's less-
advantaged students, those qualifying for free or reduced price meals, are scoring a year
behind less-advantaged students in Mississippi.

Quibbles

Perhaps these tests aren’t quite fair to California students. For example, administration of
the test may vary a little by state. Some states provide extra testing time to English
learners. Texas, for example, doesn't make students take the test if they are so new to
English that they would bomb it. These small differences in administration probably
matter a bit; small differences in state scores shouldn't be taken too seriously. Also, maybe
the rule of thumb is wrong. Maybe ten points of difference on a NAEP test isn't equivalent
to a year, but more like nine months. Or six. Anyway, tests don’t tell the whole story, right?
There are many ways to measure Success.

These quibbles miss the point. The
fourth grade reading assessment
evaluates whether children can read
short passages and understand them.
The math questions are similarly basic.
Year after year, the big picture is clear:
compared to other states, California's
students aren't within quibbling
distance. They are behind.

Ask a family that has moved to California from the east coast for their perspective. At
minimum, they will almost certainly tell you that class sizes in California schools are much,
much bigger. (In 2019 ChidrenNow, a nonprofit organization, compared high schools in
California, Illinois and New Jersey to document some of the differences. The report is
titled Not Enough Adults to Go Around.)

Does it matter if California children start off slowly, one might ask, so long as they catch up
later? Unfortunately, most don’t. For many years, research has shown that children not
reading at grade level by the end of third grade are at serious risk of never graduating from
high school.

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2016/06/13/the-naep-proficiency-myth/
http://pareonline.net/pdf/v10n9.pdf
http://www.ed100.org/success/
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/about/booklets.aspx
https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent
https://www.childrennow.org/portfolio-posts/2019-school-finance-brief/
http://epm.sagepub.com/content/38/4/1193.abstract
http://www.aecf.org/resources/early-warning-confirmed/


Are poor results
somehow better for
California, or for kids, if
they can be
“explained...?”

It's important to acknowledge that
most of California's NAEP scores look
less bad if you "disaggregate" them,
looking beneath the averages to
compare the scores of students with
similar advantages and disadvantages.
The Urban Institute has attempted this
in a report it calls America's
Gradebook. By its reckoning the real
star of US public education is
Minnesota:

Yet another report, A Portrait of Educational Outcomes in California reveals that there is
little difference between affluent districts in California and affluent districts nationally.
“The disparity between California and the nation is concentrated in average and
disadvantaged districts where California students score nearly a full grade level behind
their national counterparts. These patterns are consistent when the same comparisons are
made within each racial/ethnic group.”

So... Blame the Kids?

Wait, some might ask — does this mean California’s lackluster NAEP scores can be
explained by demographics? This question begs another in return: should it matter? Are
poor results somehow better for California, or for kids, if they can be "explained" by the
state’s larger numbers of non-white children and children in poverty? Is it useful to
imagine it as their fault? The children in our schools grow up to become the workers and
leaders of our communities. If we want California to have a bright future, can we afford to
accept demographics as an excuse for bad scores?

http://apps.urban.org/features/naep/
http://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Reardon-Doss.pdf


State-level results don't
change quickly.

In any case, the data leave little room for denial. California’s children in poverty generally
score starkly behind those in other states, as do California's Latino students. But
California's white children aren't exactly leading the parade, either, and neither are
Californias kids that don't qualify for the lunch program.

These results are not accidental or
surprising. They do not zigzag from one
year to the next or change quickly in
response to small changes in policy or
practice. They are the long-term output
of a large, complex system. One important finding from the "Portrait" report mentioned
above is that California's system underperforms at each level. Gaps, lags and disparities
start early and tend to get worse, not better. This is a national challenge, and perhaps a
global one, but California has an impressively bad record at addressing it.

Themes of Ed100

As you read Ed100, a few themes will emerge, like these:

Some Themes of Ed100

California's education system is massive, but education is personal.



Easy answers are tempting, but usually wrong.

For education to work well, many things have to work well at the same time.

Money isn't magic, but it can buy things that sure help. On the other hand, the lack of money can
really hurt.

Not everything of value in education is denominated in dollars.

Reforms have a shot at making a difference if they change who is in the room or how time is spent.
(A Mockler maxim)

Prevention beats cure.

The long-term trends are almost all good. Better to be impatient than pessimistic.

People working in education almost always have good motives. Listen harder.

Punishment rarely builds capacity.

Public education ultimately relies on public will, measured in taxes.

Not all research is good research. Be suspicious of counterintuitive findings.

When in doubt, look at what rich families do for their kids. (A Mockler maxim)

Perhaps you found your way to Ed100 because you want to help make things better. There
are many approaches to change, and we will explore them one by one. It's important to lay
the groundwork first, so let’s broaden the context a bit. The next lesson examines how
California compares not just to America, but to the world.

Scroll down just a little more to take the quiz for this lesson. Pass it, earn your ticket and
keep going!

Updated May, 2018 with refreshed state rankings.
Updated September, 2018 with GDTFII findings about the persistence of pre-K gaps.

Reviewed September, 2019
Revised November, 2019

Revised February, 2020
Revised March, 2020

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Mockler_(politician)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Mockler_(politician)
https://ed100.org/win


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
True or False: The "Nation's Report Card" (NAEP) test is administered
to ALL students, annually.

TRUE

FALSE

Submit

https://ed100.org/rules


Lesson 1.2

International Context:
Are U.S. Schools Behind the World?
How do you make America’s future better? You already know.

In This Lesson

Are schools in other countries better than America's? 

What is the PISA test?

How does PISA differ from TIMSS?

Are China's schools better than America's?

Which country has the most college students?

★ Discussion Guide.

California's students score below their peers in other states. Can we at least take solace in
the quality of our state’s schools relative to the rest of the world?

America's education results
are ordinary

Two major tests compare the
learning of students around the
world. According to both of them,
American students are not at the
head of the class.

Every three years, PISA (the
Programme for International
Student Assessment) tests a sample of the 15 year old students in over 70 countries in
reading literacy, science and math. (In case you are wondering, "PISA" is pronounced like
the name of the leaning tower.) In 2015, among the 35 major developed countries
participating (members of a group of known as OECD), American students scored
about average in science and reading and below average in math.

Are these lackluster results new? Well, no. The US has trailed the PISA leaders for a long
time. Many of the countries that tend to rock the test are in Asia. The US also routinely
scores lower than Canada, Australia, the UK and Germany.

https://ed100.org/lessons/international#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/international#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/international#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/international#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/international#tag5
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A
https://ed100.org/?page_id=116
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017048.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-2015-results-in-focus.pdf


Source: Peggy G. Carr, Ph.D. Acting Commissioner, National Center for Education Statistics

Another international test, TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study) also shows US students roughly in the middle of the same pack, well behind many
Asian countries and Russia.

http://nces.ed.gov/whatsnew/commissioner/remarks2016/ppt/12_06_2016.pptx
https://nces.ed.gov/timss/timss15.asp


Source: OECD via NCES

What are the differences between TIMSS and PISA? Glad you asked. Broadly, PISA tests
tend to emphasize skills by asking students questions that require them to use skills they
are meant to have learned. TIMSS, by contrast, tends to emphasize knowledge by asking
questions that probe what students do or do not know. Generally, rankings based on the
scores on these tests tend to align more than they differ.

How important are these tests?

https://nces.ed.gov/timss/timss15.asp
https://theeconomyofmeaning.com/2016/11/27/what-are-the-differences-between-timss-and-pisa/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/2017-brown-center-report-part-i-international-assessments/


Supporters believe we can learn from the success of other nations. One key finding from
the recent tests is that countries can achieve both high academic performance and equity in
serving students with diverse needs. The OECD report identifies key policies and practices
that the USA can learn from other education systems to help all students achieve success.
Here's a Cliffs Notes-inspired version:

Key education policies in countries with leading schools

A clear strategy to improve performance and equity. 
(Great school systems do not happen by chance.)

Rigorous and consistent standards across all classrooms. 
(This is what Common Core strives to provide.)

High quality teachers and school leaders. 
(Make the teaching profession attractive and selective. Provide ongoing support to help
staff collaborate and improve.)

Distribute funding in a way that provides more to schools and students that need it the most. 
(Access to early education, after-school tutoring, counseling, and health services all make a
difference for students.)

Emphasize help for at-risk students and schools. 
(This includes immigrants, students living in poverty, and children with special needs.)

For a deeper dive into international comparisons of education systems, read What America
Can Learn about Smart Schools in Other Countries by Amanda Ripley.

The Alliance for Excellent Education notes that the US significantly improved equity in
education from 2006 to 2015:

"Specifically, the United States had the largest increase — 12 percentage points — in the percentage

of 'resilient' students. These are disadvantaged students who perform better than predicted by

their socioeconomic status. Because students from low-income families and students of color make

up more than half of all U.S. schoolchildren, continuing to improve the performance of these

students is key to the nation’s future success."

Not everyone agrees about the importance of PISA scores. Among the skeptics is education
historian and activist Diane Ravitch:

The more we focus on tests, the more we kill creativity, ingenuity,

and the ability to think differently. Students who think differently

get lower scores. The more we focus on tests, the more we reward

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/PISA-2015-United-States.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CliffsNotes
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Want to make America’s
future economy better?
Make education work
better, for lots of kids.

conformity and compliance, getting the right answer...

International test scores don’t matter, except to tell us that if we

really wanted to raise them, we would reduce poverty."

Some policy experts such as Martin Carnoy of the Stanford Graduate School of Education
argue that comparisons among states are more relevant than comparisons with other
countries. (This argument should provide no comfort to Californians, as discussed in
Ed100 Lesson 1.1.)

There's nothing wrong with kids in
other countries doing well in school, of
course. Education is good for everyone,
not just Americans. But the scores are
not just of theoretical interest.

Education drives economic
growth

Educational achievement drives economic growth, and the PISA test has played an
important role in proving it. In a 2010 study of educational attainment and national growth
rates, Stanford professor Eric Hanushek found that educational success (as measured by
the PISA exam) is impressively predictive of economic growth. Want to make America's

http://hanushek.stanford.edu/publications/high-cost-low-educational-performance-long-run-impact-improving-pisa-outcomes


future economy better? Make education work better, for lots of kids. If an investment
enables kids to learn more successfully, in a way that can be confirmed by scores on the
PISA exam, this analysis suggests that it makes sense to invest boldly. Investment in
education can eventually pay for itself many times over.

Students in developing nations are learning, too

Today, the standing of America’s public schools relative to OECD nations is no longer the
international comparison of primary interest. A more interesting question is our nation’s
standing relative to China and India, the nations with the world's largest populations.

As China’s middle class grows wealthier, its expectations about employment, income,
lifestyle, and educational attainment are increasingly comparable to American
expectations. The story is similar in India, Africa, and everywhere else. When it comes to
educational opportunity the world is growing flatter.

 This material was published by the Center for American Progress (www.americanprogress.org)
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/news/2012/08/21/29942/infographic-the-competition-that-really-matters/

http://educationnext.org/education-and-economic-growth/
http://edreform.blogspot.com/2013/01/the-remarkable-bridge-international.html
https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/1.2-CAP-Stem-growth.png


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
True or False: Each year, America produces more college graduates
than any other nation in the world.

America’s universities are a source of economic strength, and they attract talent from all
over the world. But they are far smaller than the universities in China and India. In the
long run, there is nothing inevitable about America's leadership in this area.

China's universities educate far more students than
America's do.

As the college-going population expands in China and India, pressures are mounting for
those countries to develop research universities of global caliber. China's universities
educate far more students than America's do. In a knowledge economy, top talent drives
growth. America’s unique position as the global center for higher education is not fated to
last forever. In time, some of America’s best and brightest will be attracted to research
universities in China and India, in addition to the other way around.

The next lesson examines the cause of the strong connection between successful education
and a successful economy. The nature of work has changed.

TRUE

FALSE

Submit

https://ed100.org/rules


Lesson 1.3

Economic Context:
Schools for Knowledge Work
Do you know what is America’s most valuable resource?

In This Lesson

How does education help the economy?

Has knowledge work contributed to concentration of wealth?

Will California have enough knowledge workers?

Does California produce enough college graduates?

★ Discussion Guide.

Not so long ago, the bulk of the wealth of the world was made up of tangible stuff. Iron. Oil.
Gold. As recently as the movie The Graduate, the future was plastic. Today, the wealth of
the world is harder to pin down, isn't it? Does catching Pokemons count as wealth?

Our wealth is our
people

Nobel prize-winning
economist Gary Becker took
a special interest in the
growing capacity of people
to create value, even from
nothing. He estimated that
the value of America’s human capital exceeds the value of its tangible capital assets at least
threefold. That is, the world's wealth isn't found in stuff, but in the knowledge, talent, and
skills of people.

https://ed100.org/lessons/knowledge#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/knowledge#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/knowledge#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/knowledge#tag4
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/economic-sciences/laureates/1992/becker-facts.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_capital
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/tangible-asset.html#examples


 Today, most of America's wealth is intangible - the product of human knowledge and capacity. (Graph used with permission from
Ocean Tomo)

This relatively recent shift can be quantified in the marketplace using the S&P 500 index, a
measure of the market value of 500 large companies. In the mid-1970’s, more than 80% of
the market value of the S&P 500 could be attributed to tangible assets. By 2005, the ratio
had flipped – 80% of the value was intangible.

Creating intangible value is often called “knowledge work.” As this “knowledge work” shift
occurred, the labor market responded strongly. The shift is happening everywhere.

In America, wealth is becoming more concentrated

Today, most of the lifting in construction and shipping is done by forklifts and cranes,
which need but one skilled operator. Even newspaper delivery, once the very cliché of a
first job, is being replaced by web delivery. Tasks that can be automated are
progressively being automated, which places continual pressure on the job market for
those with narrow skills. In the past, the jobs vulnerable to outsourcing were mostly

https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/OceanTomo-SP500.png


associated with manufacturing — the economy of "stuff." But the internet has made
knowledge work portable, too. Facing this competition, the jobs that can pay a middle-class
wage increasingly require a high level of skill and some education beyond high school.

This competition has probably contributed to the long trend toward concentration of
wealth. Economist Thomas Piketty, who has brought particular focus to this trend,
assembled long-term data about income inequality in America. Since the 1980's, he shows,
economic gains have concentrated in the "top 1%" of households. The share of the "bottom
50%" has steadily eroded.

The growing concentration of wealth is pronounced in America, but less evident or absent
in other economies. (See page 8 in the World Inequality Report for a comparison to
Western Europe.)

The World is Flat: knowledge work is portable, too

Increasingly, when young people graduate from high school they need the same knowledge
and skills to be career ready as they do to go to college. All over this flattening world,
increasing numbers of people are getting the educational preparation they need to compete
in a global market for jobs that pay well.

http://wid.world/country/usa/
https://wir2018.wid.world/files/download/wir2018-summary-english.pdf


Only about a third of
California residents over
age 25 have earned a
Bachelor’s degree or
more.

Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
What fraction of California adults over 25 have earned a 4-year college
degree?

The Public Policy Institute of California
has estimated that by 2025, based
on current trends for high school and
college graduation, California will have
way too many workers without a college
degree and too few who have one. This
change in the job market is driving an
ever-growing wedge in the American
dream. Only about a third of California
residents over age 25 have earned a
Bachelor’s degree or more. As the US has become a knowledge economy, the earning
potential of educated workers has exploded, while that of less educated workers has
stagnated.

The next lesson examines the terrible cost of failing to educate students.

Updated September 2018

About one third

About one half

About two-thirds

Submit

https://ed100.org/rules
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=809


Lesson 1.4

Social Context:
The High Social Costs of Educational Failure
How much would you pay to keep a kid from breaking bad?

In This Lesson

Are dropouts random?

How much does a dropout cost the public?

A year in prison costs more than a year in school. How much more?

How much is a college degree worth?

Does education make up for gender gaps in pay?

★ Discussion Guide.

Nearly nine out of ten students in California finishes high school, eventually. But averages
are dangerous abstractions. Imagine that you are in a Starbucks when Bill Gates walks in.

On average, you just
became a billionaire.
Right?

In order to make
sense of averages, it
is useful to find
meaningful
subgroups within a

https://ed100.org/lessons/costoffailure#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/costoffailure#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/costoffailure#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/costoffailure#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/costoffailure#tag5
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A


data sample. In the
Starbucks example, we can probably refine our understanding by taking Bill Gates out of
the sample - he is clearly an outlier. But that still would give us a flawed understanding of
the wealth in front of the counter vs. behind the counter.

"Dropouts" are not random

Let's leave the coffee shop and return to education. The classic symptom of educational
failure is when a student stops coming to school. Students that "drop out" are not random
– they are disproportionately African American and Latino, and they disproportionately
come from low-income families. (Persistent, systematic differences in educational
attainment by ethnicity, income or gender are known as achievement gaps, a subject much
studied in California by Education Trust-West.)

 Median earnings for young workers (age 25-34) varies considerably by educational attainment and gender. This chart is an annual
feature of the widely-read "Education Pays report by © The College Board.

In the dry, neutral language of social science: low educational attainment is correlated with
various social costs, including unemployment, low taxable earnings, homelessness, crime,
and poor health.

The social costs are real, and high

It's pointless to be neutral, though. When children don’t get the education they need,
everyone loses. The cost of failure is enormous. Scholars have tried to quantify the social
costs.

http://www.ed100.org/success/gaps/
http://www.edtrust.org/west
https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/education-pays-2016-full-report.pdf
http://www.ed100.org/health/


"When a black male
graduates... on average
taxpayers benefit to the
tune of about $294,000."
-RAND

In 2009 the RAND Corporation
evaluated the likely average long-
term benefit to taxpayerswhen a
student graduates from high
school rather than dropping out,
adjusting for gender and
ethnicity. When a black male
graduates rather than dropping
out of high school, RAND
estimated that on average
taxpayers benefit to the tune of about $294,000 (about $350,000 in 2018, adjusted
for inflation). A 2013 report by Fight Crime Invest in Kids summarized the costs with
a report from the perspective of law enforcement under the provocative title I'm the
Guy You Pay Later.

Work by McKinsey found similar effects, characterizing achievement gaps as the
economic equivalent of a “permanent national recession.”

In 2011 the NAACP issued a report, Misplaced Priorities, to "track the steady shift of
state funds away from education and toward the criminal justice system." In 2012,
the White House Council for Community Solutions picked up the topic,
commissioning research and coining the rather optimistic term "opportunity youth"
for youth aged 16-24 who are neither in school nor working. The term changed again,
(to "disconnected youth") in a series of reports from Measure of America, a project
that compiles data about this costly, hard-to-serve segment. (See interactive charts.)
In the aggregate, if America could persistently "connect" all young people as full
participants in America's economy, our nation's balance sheet would expand on the
order of about $5 trillion in taxes paid and direct costs avoided. That was trillion,
with a "T," in case you missed it.

The cost of a year of prison is about seven times the cost of a year of education. This ratio is
even higher in California than in most other states, but the long-term rising costs of
incarceration are a national challenge. Since 1970, in every state expenditures for
incarceration have grown faster than investment in education.

http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG686/
http://cdn.fightcrime.org/wp-content/uploads/I%27m_The_Guy_Report.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-insights/the-economic-cost-of-the-us-education-gap
https://naacp.3cdn.net/01d6f368edbe135234_bq0m68x5h.pdf
http://www.measureofamerica.org/disconnected-youth/
https://measureofamerica.org/DYinteractive/
http://calbudgetcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Data-Hit_Since-2007-08-Spending-Per-State-Prisoner-Has-Increased-More-Than-Twice-as-Fast-as-Spending-Per-K-12-Student.pdf
http://money.cnn.com/infographic/economy/education-vs-prison-costs/?utm_source=ed100
https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/other/expenditures-corrections-education/brief.pdf


It's important not to be confused by this statistic. Keeping someone in a prison for a year is
much more expensive than educating a student for a year, but happily there are far more
students than prisoners. Governments spend significantly more on their education systems
than they do on their prison systems.

Taxpayers are not the only ones to benefit, of course, when an at-risk student (or
"opportunity youth" or "disconnected youth") persists in school. The biggest beneficiary is
the student. The personal stakes of educational attainmentare huge. According to year after
year of data from the US Census Bureau, economic prospects improve dramatically with
every additional year of educational attainment.

Educational success benefits everyone

The College Board updates its ambitious Education Pays report every three years.
According to the 2013 report, "during a 40 year full-time working life, the median earnings
for bachelor’s degree recipients without an advanced degree are 65% higher than the

http://calbudgetcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Data-Hit_Since-2007-08-Spending-Per-State-Prisoner-Has-Increased-More-Than-Twice-as-Fast-as-Spending-Per-K-12-Student.pdf
http://trends.collegeboard.org/education_pays
https://trends.collegeboard.org/education-pays


median earnings of high school graduates.” In the 2016 report this advantage was
unchanged.

 Chart Source: "Education Pays" Copyright © The College Board. www.collegeboard.com.

As in the coffee shop, averages can lie. The Education Pays report does a good job of
sketching the broad systematic variations. For example, at any given level of educational
attainment, earnings for women and minorities lag earnings for white men.

Deficit-Attention Disorder

Because the social cost of failure is so high, it's easy to hyper-focus on the problems,
ignoring the experiences of the young people who do quite well. Dr. Robert K. Ross,
President and CEO of the California Endowment, calls this phenomenon "Deficit-Attention
Disorder." In a 2016 report "The Counter Narrative," UCLA Professor Tyrone C. Howard
flips the focus, exploring patterns of resilience and success among black and Latino males
in Los Angeles County.

Updated May 2, 2017 to incorporate new info about the comparative cost of a year of
prison vs. school.

Updated May 2018, February 2019.

https://trends.collegeboard.org/education-pays
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B6BCVAZoBjwvR0thcWxYTUplckU/view


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
According to RAND, what is the long-term average aggregate difference
to taxpayers between a black male student who drops out of high school
and a black male student who graduates?

About $100,000

About $200,000

About $300,000
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Lesson 1.5

Wishfulness:
Sure, But My Kid Will Be Fine... Right?
Can the power of denial be measured?

In This Lesson

Has public confidence in schools changed over time?

Do Californians know about their school's problems?

Are kids getting the education they need?

Do parents look at standardized test scores?

Do standardized test scores matter?

Do parents look at report cards?

How can you tell if your child is on track, academically?

What is choice-supportive bias?

★ Discussion Guide.

Most Californians, when asked,
express concern about the public
school system. The concern isn't
limited to California. Gallup, the
polling company, reports
that public confidence in
schools has fallen by half since its
peak in 1975.

"I know the system has
problems"

Beneath this general concern
about the quality of public
education, however, lies a paradox: parents generally think that their own school is just
fine.

https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag7
https://ed100.org/lessons/wishful#tag8
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A
http://www.gallup.com/poll/155258/confidence-public-schools-new-low.aspx


Less than 30% of African
American and Latino
students qualify to even
apply to a four year
college

 America's confidence in public schools (and all other public institutions) has fallen dramatically since the 1970's.

The Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) conducts an annual survey that asks
Californians to rate the quality of the schools in their neighborhood. About half award a
grade of A or B. These numbers are very stable from year to year. Public school parents are
even more sanguine than residents generally: in 2012, 60% gave their neighborhood
schools a grade of A or B. In 2017, 61% did so.

In other words: “The system is broken, but I guess my school is fine.”

"...but my school is OK"

Unfortunately, this confidence is
misplaced. Improving College Pathways
in California, a 2017 study by PPIC,
collected data on what actually
happened to 472,324 California high
school students on their journey to and
through college. (Not an easy task, as
we will discuss in our lesson about
California's flimsy education
data systems.) Using this data, they

http://news.gallup.com/poll/219143/confidence-public-schools-rallies.aspx
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/s-418mbs.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/r_1117ngr.pdf
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack


predict the future fate of students that entered 9th grade in 2017. According to their
estimate, "only 30% of 9th graders will earn a high school diploma and complete the a–g
college preparatory courses." (More about these courses later).

The 30% prediction conceals significant variations. Girls are more likely to graduate high
school ready for college than than boys are, for example. Students from higher-income
families succeed at higher rates. Race and ethnicity have predictive power, too. According
to the model, "Only 25 percent of African American 9th graders will complete both high
school and the a–g courses, compared to 65 percent of Asian Americans."

https://ed100.org/lessons/rigor
http://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/1117ngr_appendix.pdf
http://www.issuelab.org/resources/24360/24360.pdf


Sources: Radford et. al. "Persistence and
Attainment of 2003–04 Beginning
Postsecondary Students After 6 Years.” ;
Shapiro et. al. "Completing College: A National
View of Student Attainment Rates." 2012
student clearinghouse data. Click chart for
detail.

In other words: “Kids in general aren’t getting the education they need, but I guess mine
will be fine.”

It's human nature to hear what you want to hear, and to look at what you want to see.
Parents want to believe the best about their kids. It's also human nature (and good
manners) to prefer to deliver bad news gently, with an emphasis on the positive. Teachers
are no exception. Is it any wonder that parents prefer to draw conclusions about how their
kids are doing from report cards and parent-teacher conferences, rather than from their
kids' scores on standardized tests?

Sources: NCES; Learning Heroes "Parents
2016: Hearts & Minds of Parents in an
Uncertain World" (Click image for full report.)

https://ca.startingsmarter.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/03/Parent_Teacher_Conference_Guide-English.pdf
http://www.issuelab.org/resources/24360/24360.pdf


Standardized tests aren't the only things that matter, but they deserve unflinching
attention. These scores deliver straightforward information about your child's learning
progress without preamble or excuses. These scores are the clearest way to tell if your
student is on track, academically. It can be awfully tempting to look away.

The National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials
(NALEO) commissioned research about how parents get information
about their kids' progress. They found that parents overwhelmingly
prefer report cards and conferences, and that Latino families rely on
test scores even less than parents in general.

Choice-supportive bias in action

The tendency for wishful thinking (perhaps more accurately choice-supportive bias) does
not seem to vary much with results. Communities whose schools have been chronically
ineffective nevertheless give their schools passing grades. Over half of students who
repeatedly failed the high school exit exam (now defunct) still said in surveys that they
expected to go to college. In the movie Waiting for Superman, Davis Guggenheim
colorfully points out the huge gap between American students' confidence of their success
and the reality of their results.

This disconnect is human nature. Virtually everyone behind the wheel sees him or herself
as an above-average driver. Teachers and parents rate themselves as above-average, too,
and extend their beliefs about themselves to the students in their care, like a nation of Lake
Wobegon kids. Unfortunately for kids, in this case human nature doesn't serve them well.

The next lesson explores some good news: there are reasons to believe that California's
school results are getting better.

Updated May 2018, May 2019, June 2019.

http://www.naleo.org/
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/naleo/pages/173/attachments/original/1467756672/PPT_Hubbard_06.23.16.pdf?1467756672
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Choice-supportive_bias
https://ed100.org/?page_id=3014
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YYhhzCaMUG0
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illusory_superiority


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
About 90% of African American and Latino students from low-income
families, when surveyed, say they expect to earn a college degree. How
many actually go on to do so?

Less than a third

About half

About two-thirds

Submit
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Lesson 1.6

Progress:
Are Schools Improving?
Are schools getting better? The answer may surprise you.

In This Lesson

Are schools getting better or worse?

How can schools be compared or ranked?

What was the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)?

Is my school good?

What does it mean for a school to "beat the odds"?

★ Discussion Guide.

The last few lessons discussed the evidence that too many of California's students are
learning too little in school, especially relative to those in other states and nations. Despite
the scale of the challenges, there is also good news.

Two decades ago, it was very difficult
to credibly identify high-achievement
schools in high-poverty and high-
minority settings. Today, it is easy to
find them. These schools prove that
children’s destinies are not coldly and
totally predetermined by poverty and
ethnicity. These exceptional schools
even have an acronym in education
reform speak: “Beating the Odds,” or
BTO schools.

Yes, schools are improving

https://ed100.org/lessons/improving#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/improving#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/improving#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/improving#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/improving#tag5
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A
https://www.ed100.org/educationis/behind-2/
https://www.ed100.org/international/
http://www.ed100.org/poverty/


Graduation rates have
risen. So have test scores.
More students are
learning more.

Over the long run, there is strong
evidence that educational achievement
is slowly improving for students in all
subgroups, all over America, including
California. Test scores are rising.
Graduation rates are improving.
College-going rates have risen.
Disciplinary cases like expulsions and
suspensions are becoming more rare.

As described in Ed100 Lesson 1.1, America's best tool for directly measuring educational
progress is the NAEP test. (The acronym NAEP stands for National Assessment of
Educational Progress). Its purpose for existence is to enable meaningful statistical
comparisons over time and place. Over the long haul, NAEP scores have been rising, with
big gaps among racial and ethnic groups:

http://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Reardon-Doss.pdf
https://ed100.org/lessons/behind-2
https://west.edtrust.org/resource/national-assessment-of-educational-progress-naep-2017-results/


Poverty plays a huge role in the measurable gaps in student learning. Over time, scores
have been rising for students from both richer and poorer families, according to the NAEP
results.

https://west.edtrust.org/resource/national-assessment-of-educational-progress-naep-2017-results/


Scores on the NAEP exams can help describe long-arc changes in the academic capabilities
of America's students. They can quantify differences in academic readiness between groups
of students. On their own, though, the scores are thoroughly abstract. Reactions to the raw
scores generally falls somewhere in the boredom triangle between "uh-huh," "so what?"
and "I'm sorry, were you talking to me?"

Cut-scores: Magnifying Little Changes

To give the scores some meaning, for each test the NAEP governing board defines a "cut-
score" that it labels as "proficient." Students above the cut-score are proficient. Those
below it aren't. The proficiency cut-score for each grade level is set about ten scale points
above the grade beneath it, which is the source of a widely-used (but disputed)
approximation: a ten-point difference in a NAEP score is equivalent to a year of education.

Cut-scores can help make conversation about test
results easier, but they can be misused, as we describe
in Lesson 9.6. The main problem is that they tend to
exaggerate changes. Students know about cut-scores
from grades: a score of 79 isn't so different from a score

https://ed100.org/blog/how-can-test-scores-be-going-both-up-and-down
https://west.edtrust.org/resource/national-assessment-of-educational-progress-naep-2017-results/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2016/06/13/the-naep-proficiency-myth/


of 80, but one is a B and the other is a C. When a normal distribution curve shifts across a
fixed cut score, even tiny shifts can seem like a big deal, depending on where the cut-points
have been placed.

Here's another example. For a decade, California used a set of state tests known as the CST,
bundling the results together to create a score known as the Academic Performance Index
(API). For each test, a score in the right "tail" of the bell curve was fixed in place as the
"proficiency" target.

Over time, student scores on the CST improved a bit, and the whole bell curve shifted to the
right. Because the proficiency benchmark was fixed in place, small gains could produce the
impression of eye-popping improvement. For example, over the ten year period the
proficiency rate of socioeconomically disadvantaged students more than doubled on the
CST.

 Source: CA Department of Education.

Improvement is Normal. And Difficult.

https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/English-ten-year-growth.png
https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Math-ten-year-proficiency.png


Grading schools with a
single "API score" glossed
over a lot of detail. In
2017 California replaced
the API with the
California School
Dashboard.

Statistical exaggeration notwithstanding, the evidence suggests that California's kids are
learning more... just like kids all over America and the world. Slow, widespread
improvement in education results is normal. Despite recent progress, California remains at
or near the bottom of the pile in national and international comparisons. For California's
students to thrive, they have to do more than keep up.

In search of improvement, from about
2013 California began a set of sweeping
systemic changes in public education.

Academic standards were
overhauled with the adoption of
the Common Core State
Standards, discussed in Lesson
6.1.

To support these new standards,
the state rolled out new
state testsdiscussed in Lesson 6.5.

The state dumped its academic
accountability system, the Academic Performance Index (API), in favor of a more
sophisticated performance dashboard approach explained in Lesson 9.7.

The state replaced a highly inequitable system of school funding with a more
equitable one by adopting the Local Control Funding Formula, explained in Lesson
8.5.

In 2018, the Getting Down to Facts II project assembled research to examine all this
interrelated change. The early evidence is both encouraging and sobering. Based on a
national comparison titled A Portrait of Educational Outcomes in California "...once
students begin school, their academic achievement increases slightly faster in California
than the average nationwide. Other than in the richest districts, growth rates in California
are slightly greater than the nation."

Now some not-so-good news: According to the report, the results in California haven't been
so great for students from less-well-off families. "Though California had been making
progress in the last decade among low, average, and high SES [socioeconomic status]
districts, data from 2015 show a reversal of that progress in poor and middle-class districts
from 2013 to 2015. Educational opportunities in small towns and rural communities are
particularly lacking.

https://ed100.org/lessons/standards
https://ed100.org/lessons/assessment
https://ed100.org/lessons/performance
https://ed100.org/lessons/LCFF
http://www.gettingdowntofacts.com/summary
http://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Reardon-Doss.pdf#page=12


Background: What's the Score?

For many years, California bundled test results in various subjects and at different
grade levels into a single annual school-wide statistic called the Academic Performance
Index (API). The API system was abandoned when the state adopted the Common
Core Standards and began using the CAASPP tests instead of the STAR tests.

Grading schools with a single number obviously glossed over a lot of detail. After years
of debate, in early 2017 California shifted to a new, broader way of evaluating success
for schools and districts, the California School Dashboard. The Dashboard measures
schools in a variety of ways to show both current conditions as well as momentum. For
more on this topic please see our Ed100 blog series on the California School
Dashboard. Visit the Dashboard to find your school's results.

Developing the Dashboard proved difficult not only because of disagreements about
what should be included, but limitations in what data the state has the capacity to
collect. California's education data systems are notoriously weak. Because it includes
multiple measures, the scorecard makes it difficult to rank schools in a simplistic way.

The impetus to score and rank schools originated, in part, from federal requirements
under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. With the 2015 passage of the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the federal requirement was softened: states became
obligated only to identify the lowest-performing 5% of schools.

Beating the Odds

Since the passage of No Child Left Behind, and continuing today, a key function of school
accountability systems (like the California School Dashboard today, or the API system
before it) has been to calculate differences in results for "subgroups." For example, if there
are a significant number of students of a specific ethnicity in a school or district, the
Dashboard shows the results for that subgroup. Differences among subgroup scores can
suggest where a school or district ought to focus its attention. Like it or not, these
differences also deliver a bit of "shame" motivation for schools to remember all of their kids
when evaluating their success.

But shaming isn't the only reason to look at the subgroup scores: they can also show
reasons for pride, and for learning, because some schools "beat the odds."

Schools that beat the odds are important, because they show that the kids are not the
problem. They prove beyond doubt that, given the right support, every child can learn.
They provide evidence that investing in kids really can make a difference, even where it

https://ed100.org/blog/dashboard
https://www.caschooldashboard.org/
https://ed100.org/lessons/keeptrack


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
Which one of the following statements is NOT true?

seems hard. They convert the doubters' claim that "those kids can't learn" to "those kids
won't learn unless...

The difference is important.

What are the ideas, approaches, programs, interventions, investments, and inspirations
that can lift California’s student achievement from the bottom of the developed world,
boost economic growth and make a crucial difference in children’s lives and America’s
future?

Answering that question is the focus of the lessons ahead. But first, let's back up a little.
Education isn't all about scores, or even about economic competition. What is it for? And
has our view of education's purpose changed over time?

Updated May 17 2017. 
Updated extensively Oct 2018.

According to test scores, California schools have improved over the
last decade.

California's schools tend to rank highly in national and international
tests of math, reading, and science.

High-poverty schools that are “beating the odds” prove that kids in
poverty can perform well when given the proper supports.
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Lesson 1.7

History:
Have Schools Always Worked This Way?
Change in schools seems slow, until you look at it this way…

In This Lesson

Timeline of public education in America

What is a public school?

What is a Blaine Amendment?

What is the history of public schools?

How did we put children in schools 100 years ago?

When did school become mandatory in America?

What is the Owen-Keating Act?

When did the school lunch program start?

What is the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)?

School should be free and mandatory for all kids. It's obvious, right?

Actually, it's kind of a new idea.

Large-scale public
education in America
began in Massachusetts
in the 1850's under the
leadership of Horace
Mann (pictured). Mann
developed an
organization of over
1,000 compulsory
schools modeled on the
Prussian system of
common schools.

https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag7
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag9
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horace_Mann


How did Sputnik affect education in America?

How did "A Nation at Risk" change education?

What was the standards movement?

What was Race to the Top?

★ Discussion Guide.

A mere 100 years ago
even radicals in America
viewed tuition-free
universal education as a
dream.

In 1875 President
Ulysses S. Grant
campaigned for a
constitutional
amendment to mandate
free public schools and
prohibit public funding
of religious schools. This
amendment (known as the Blaine Amendment) failed, but was adopted in most state
constitutions. The idea of free public schools, separate from religious institutions, began to
become part of the fabric of America.

First, get the kids out of the fields

A mere 100 years ago, however, there was still far to go. More than a quarter of children in
America did not attend school in 1910. At the time, even radicals in America viewed
tuition-free universal education as a dream.

Putting children in school required
first extracting them from fields and
factories, where the poorest endured
horrifying conditions with few
protections. Around the turn of the
20th century, Americans journalists
drew attention to the dreadful working
conditions in factories. Gradually
public opinion shifted, influenced both
by the women’s movement of the time
and the labor movement.

By 1916 most states, following examples in Europe and Massachusetts, had passed laws to
outlaw, discourage or at least regulate childhood labor. As states developed laws regarding
child labor, they also changed public expectations about public schooling.

Gradually making education "universal"

Over the last hundred years, a broad theme in the evolution of public education has been to
make access to it more universal. For example:

https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag10
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag11
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag12
https://ed100.org/lessons/history#tag13
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A
http://www.questia.com/googleScholar.qst;jsessionid=LGnGVftpMXv5K32h1Q1J1hfk58nLxBzHfH7hW4bT3n5F1xcpXzYT!-522989652!532237999?docId=5002005576
http://stopchildlabor.org/?p=1795
http://www.online-literature.com/upton_sinclair/jungle/


Make school mandatory: In 1910, a quarter of America’s children did not attend
school, but by 1918, Mississippi became the final state to pass laws mandating that
public school should be not only universally available, but compulsory through
elementary grades.

Get kids out of the factories: The Owen-Keating Act of 1916 set federal standards
for the maximum number of hours children could work, and banned interstate trade
in goods manufactured by children. This measure was overturned by the Supreme
Court in 1918, but the trend had been firmly set.

Feed them: In 1946 Congress appropriated funds for a nationwide school
lunch program, creating a new reason for impoverished families to send their
children to school and establishing an essential precedent for federal support for
education.

Include all races: In 1954 the Supreme Court ruled unanimously in Brown v.
Kansas Board of Education that schools could not be segregated by race.

Include schools in impoverished areas: In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson
signed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as a key element of his
War on Poverty. Title I of this Act provided federal funding to support education in
low-income communities.

Include students with disabilities: In 1975 the US Congress established that
American schools must provide a free and appropriate education to students
with disabilities.

Since the 1970s, state and national education policies have increasingly reflected this
principle of universal access, including a growing sense that students should have equal
access to not only a school, but a good school. Issues of funding equity and adequacy have
driven policy decisions for more than four decades. A growing body of research on how
children learn — and on how they can best be taught — has also been a powerful driver of
education change.

A century of steadily expanding and improving access to education has fundamentally
changed America, both economically and socially. Universal public education is a major
proof-point of America's self-image: this is a land of opportunity for all. And most
Americans are now convinced that, given enough support and time, all kids can attain a
high level of academic achievement.

Education: a strategy for national defense

http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/lunch/AboutLunch/ProgramHistory_5.htm
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/leg/idea/history30.html


Another source of influence in the history of America's educational system has been
national security.

In the early years of the cold war, the Soviet Union's launch of Sputnik sparked concern
that America was falling behind, and failing to produce the scientists and inventors needed
for a nuclear age. This sparked a wave of investment in science programs in America's
schools and universities. Today it is widely accepted that education is connected not only to
social aims, but also to issues of economic and military security.

In 1983, "A Nation at Risk" called for sweeping changes in American education, and kicked
off a series of national conversations about "standards." The goal was to improve what
children know and are able to do at each grade level so the U.S. could stay safe and
competitive in a global economy. A widespread consensus emerged, leading to the federal
No Child Left Behind act (NCLB), passed in 2001. The central, big-picture goal of NCLB
was to gradually raise the achievement bar, year by year, so that all children, including
those usually "left behind," would receive a solid education. The law required each state to
establish grade-level standards and to test all students annually in order to evaluate each
school’s success.

...or as a strategy for national inclusion

Alas, many children were still left behind. Among other things, the NCLB experience
revealed that the 50 states varied widely in their expectations for students. In response to
the requirement to test annually and show steady improvement, many states' standards

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Defense_Education_Act
http://www2.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/index.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Child_Left_Behind_Act


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
True or False? Elementary education has been free and required
throughout America for over 100 years.

were written in a way that led to a narrow definition of success. In 2009 the National
Governors Association initiated a project to define a new set of shared standards that
became known as the Common Core State Standards.

These standards originated with the states, but they were quickly adopted in part because
the Obama administration used a federal matching grant program called "Race to the
Top (RTT)" to encourage them to do so. California set 2015 as the year it would begin
judging the performance of its students and schools based on these new standards.

Fierce debates continue about public education policies. In particular, there has been an
evolving tension between the importance of top-down direction and bottom-up
innovation. Charter school policies became a particular flash point in the 2010's, as this
delivery method for public education grew beyond 10% of California enrollment.

Worth noting, though, is how little we argue these days about the basic principle that all
children should have the chance to attend quality schools and meet high academic
standards. Horace Mann would be pleased.

Updated May 2, 2017 to add beacon links.
Updated August, 2018.

Updated December, 2019.

TRUE

FALSE
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http://www.corestandards.org/
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https://ed100.org/lessons/charterschools


Lesson 1.8

Purpose:
What is Education For, Really?
So… what should we want from schools?

In This Lesson

What is the goal of public education?

What is the purpose of public education?

What is Ed100’s big picture?

★ Discussion Guide.

By age five or six, American children begin their formal education. The process consumes a
large fraction of their waking hours through adulthood. Taxpayers commit
enormous sums to support this system. Families organize their lives around the bell
schedule. Why do we do it?

At an individual level, of course, the "why" of
education is almost meaningless. School is
compulsory. It's what we're expected to do!
Also, education is the only path to a job that
pays a living wage. (Remember the old saw: "If
you think education is expensive, try
ignorance!")

https://ed100.org/lessons/purpose#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/purpose#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/purpose#tag3
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13qik_xualr0cATknyU9wovXCegV7hAWvW_VrUBwhx_A
https://www.ed100.org/earlychildhood/
https://www.ed100.org/schoolhours/
https://www.ed100.org/californiaskimps/
https://ed100.org/blog/using-school-time-creatively-with-block-schedules


The remarkable,
revolutionary idea
behind universal public
education is that all
young people are worth
investing in.

At a societal level, the remarkable,
revolutionary idea behind universal
public education is that all young
people are worth investing in, for
reasons that are both philosophical and
practical. Today, in principle Americans
tend to believe that our democratic
heritage applies to everyone. We have a
shared stake in an educated society and
an educated electorate. Our society
values the individualistic ideal that a
person's place in the pecking order
should be earned rather than inherited, and that everyone should have a shot.

The public education system, even with all its flaws, is our biggest collective investment in
our society. It is crucially important for public health, through universal vaccination. It is
an expression of our belief in social mobility, and in the potential of each person to
contribute something to this world we share.

If that doesn't move you, most folks agree that they would rather pay for schools than for
jails or soup kitchens.

In 2020 the Pandemic reminded all of us that schools play an important role for adults,
too. It's hard to work when the kids aren't in school, right?

What should we want from our schools?

The high level goals are easiest to agree on: we all want our children to emerge from their
school years healthy, prepared for college, work, and citizenship. We want schools to help
our children realize their potential. We expect students to be armed with certain
fundamental skills such as literacy and numeracy.

Beyond the practical matters, however, we also expect schools to help transform children
into flexible, decent, and broadly capable adults. Things can change. In an evolving society
and a rapidly evolving job market, we cannot pretend to know exactly what skills a child
really needs.

This idea is far from new:

https://ed100.org/blog/vaccinations-and-schools
http://www.ed100.org/knowledge/


"At school you are not
engaged so much in
acquiring knowledge as
in making mental efforts
under criticism..."

At school you are not engaged so much
in acquiring knowledge as in making
mental efforts under criticism... you go
to...school not so much for knowledge
as for arts and habits; for the habit of
attention, for the art of expression, for
the art of assuming at a moment's
notice, a new intellectual position, for
the art of entering quickly into another
person's thoughts, for the habit of
submitting to censure and refutation, for the art of indicating assent or dissent in
graduated terms, for the habit of regarding minute points of accuracy, for the art of
working out what is possible in a given time; for taste, for discrimination, for mental
courage and mental soberness.

William Johnson Cory, Headmaster at Eton, 1861

This lesson concludes the introductory chapter of Ed100. The core lessons of Ed100 are
organized with a big picture in mind: "Education is Students and Teachers spending Time
in Places for learning with the right Stuff in a System with Resources for Success. So Now
What?" For a graphical summary, have a look at the EdPrezi.

The next lesson will shift the focus to ideas about Students.

Updated March 2020

http://archive.org/stream/etonreform02cory#page/7/mode/1up
http://bit.ly/edprezi


Answer the question correctly and earn a ticket.
Learn More

Review
What is the purpose of universal public education?

It supports each person's growth into a self-supporting adult.

It supports a robust and diverse economy.

It is an essential ingredient of our democracy.

It prevents or reduces many social problems.

It is vital for social mobility.

All of the above.
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