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CHAPTER ONE

Get Your Bearings

If you’re a parent of school-age children this book is for you. My aim is to help you get them the education they need to live productive, fulfilled lives. I’ve worked in education all my professional life. Along the way I’ve had countless conversations with parents about school. I’m a parent too and know firsthand that being a parent is a challenge as well as a pleasure. It gets more complicated when your children start school. Until then, you’ve been mainly responsible for their development and well-being. Now you entrust a major chunk of their waking hours to others, giving them enormous influence over your children’s lives during their most formative years.

Seeing them go to school on that first day brings a suite of emotions. You hope they’ll be excited about learning, make good friends, and be happy and inspired at school. At the same time, you probably feel a good deal of trepidation. School brings a whole new set of relationships. How will your children respond to their teachers? Will the school see what’s special about them? What about the other parents and children? Will your child rise above the new social hurdles or trip over them? As your child heads into school for that first day, it’s no wonder you feel a catch in your throat. You think things will never be the same. You’re right.

Emma Robinson (no relation) is a teacher in England. She’s also a parent and knows how it feels to leave your child at school on that very first day. She wrote a poem called “Dear Teacher,” which has since been shared by thousands of other parents. Here’s an extract:


I know you’re rather busy

First day back, there’s just no time

A whole new class of little ones

And this one here is mine.

I’m sure you have things covered

And have done this lots before

But my boy is very little

He hasn’t long turned four.

In his uniform this morning

He looked so tall and steady

But now beside your great big school

I’m not quite sure he’s ready.

It seems like just a blink ago

I first held him in my arms

It’s been my job to love, to teach

To keep him safe from harm.

I know as I give him one more kiss

And watch him walk away,

That he’ll never again be wholly mine

As he was before today.1



Parents have always worried about handing their children over, but these days they have even more on their minds about school. Many are exasperated about what’s happening in education. They worry that there’s far too much testing and stress at school. They feel that the curriculum has become too narrow because of cuts in important programs in the arts, sports, and outdoor activities. They’re concerned that their children are not treated as individuals and that schools are failing to cultivate their curiosity, creativity, and personal talents. They’re anxious about how many young people are being diagnosed with learning problems and being medicated to keep them focused. They worry about potential bullying and harassment. If they have children in high school, they worry about the rising costs of college and whether their children will be able to find a job whether they go to college or not. More than that, they often feel powerless as parents to do anything about it.

Anger and Anxiety

Recently, I asked people on Twitter and Facebook about their biggest concerns in educating their children. In less than an hour, hundreds of people from all over the world had posted responses. Bec, a young mother in the United States, spoke for many when she said that children’s “strengths are not valued and their weaknesses are magnified. Their grades are more important than their sense of self.” Kimmie, another mom, asked, “Will my children discover their true potential and be guided to a career that they love and are passionate about.” Conchita wrote, “I have all sorts of worries about my two daughters. I feel the current system will not let them shine and my ten-year-old may not get what she needs to overcome her learning difficulties and anxiety.”

Jon is worried that children “are gradually being taught to not enjoy learning: that it’s somehow an arduous rite of passage we’re all forced to go through with no solid reasoning. It’s a constant battle to keep that spark of curiosity and delight about learning alive when the system packages it and sets narratives about education the way it does.” Karin said, “Education is broken. There’s too much pressure, too many tests, too many demands, too much assembly line. How can we reboot? How can we prepare our kids for a radically different life from the one the current system prepares them for?”

Carol was concerned that the “one-size-fits-all approach, orchestrated by individuals that have no business dictating educational policy, is producing students who have no ability to think for themselves and an absolute fear of failure.” Another mother’s top concern was whether schools “are teaching kids to be creative problem solvers. Testing doesn’t teach kids to be versatile thinkers.” Tracey points to a deep worry for many parents: “I’m most concerned with the fact that policy makers seem to have little regard for parent voices. The culture around parent voices is dismissive at best and those who make decisions about kids haven’t a clue what actually goes on in classrooms.” These are all legitimate anxieties, and if you share them, you’re right to be worried.

Education is sometimes thought of as a preparation for what happens when your child leaves school—getting a good job or going on to higher education. There’s a sense in which that’s true, but childhood is not a rehearsal. Your children are living their lives now with their own feelings, thoughts, and relationships. Education has to engage with them in the here and now, just as you do as a parent. Who your children become and what they go on to do in the future has everything to do with the experiences they have in the present. If your children have a narrow education, they may not discover the talents and interests that could enrich their lives in the present and inspire their futures beyond school.

How Can This Book Help?

So how can this book help you? I hope it will be useful in three ways. The first is by looking at the sort of education your children need these days and how it relates to your roles as a parent. Parents often think their children need the same sort of education they had themselves. It depends on what sort of education they did have, but in general that’s probably not true. The world is changing so quickly now that education has to change too. The second is by looking at the challenges you face in helping them get that education. Some of those challenges have to do with public policies for education and some more generally with the times we live in. The third is by looking at your options and power as a parent to overcome these challenges. Let me enter some caveats right away.

To begin with, this is not a manual on how to be a good parent. I wouldn’t have the nerve. I’m sure this comes as a relief, because seemingly everyone else does. From Dr. Spock to the Tiger Moms, you already face a fire hose of advice on how to raise your children. Apart from the unsought advice of friends, relatives, and probably your children too about how to be a better parent, there are more than four million mom blogs on the Internet, and the online bookstores list more than 150,000 books in their parenting categories. I don’t want to add to the clamor.

My wife and I have two grown children and many relatives and friends with children of their own. We’ve been through many of the challenges we discuss in this book. So has my writing partner, Lou Aronica, who has a large family of his own. We know that the pressures on parents never ease up. You’re going to be worrying about your children and trying to help them navigate through their lives forever. Parenting is a lifetime assignment. It can be hard work at times, and the hours are dreadful. Consider this book to be a respite from some of that pressure. We’re not living in some lofty alternate reality where everyone is having a better time than you. I do want to suggest some principles of parenting that are relevant to education and are widely supported by research and experience. In doing that, let me assure you that I’m here on the ground with you, and the advice I’m offering comes from the perspective of those who have missed the mark on more than one occasion.

This is not a good-schools guide either. I’m often asked about specific schools or systems and whether I’d recommend them. All schools are different. There are great and poor public schools, and great and poor charter, private, and alternative schools too. My answer is always to go and see the place for yourself and get a sense of whether it would work for you and your child. To do that, you do need some sense of what counts as a good school, and that’s what we will be looking at.

I’m not suggesting a one-size-fits-all solution. On the contrary, no two children are the same and yours are no different, as it were. Your parenting choices and priorities are naturally affected by your own background and circumstances. If you’re a single parent living in a poor neighborhood, your choices are different from someone with paid help living in a wealthy suburb. You may be in a position to choose the school you want for your child. Most parents are not. So you just have to play the hand you are dealt, right? Actually, no. You do have choices and we’ll be looking at what they are.

Overall, my aim is to offer some advice on what counts as a good education and what you can do as a parent to make sure your children get one. That includes how to support them through the current education system, or outside it if you choose. These are some of the options available to all parents.


	You can enroll your child at the local school and leave the school to it.

	You can become active in your child’s education by building relationships with his or her teachers and through the support you provide at home.

	You can become more involved in the general life of the school.

	You can influence school policy making through the local school board.

	You can campaign for change with other parents.

	You can look for another school.

	You can homeschool or unschool your child.

	You can use online learning opportunities.



If you do have a choice of schools, which one should you choose and why? If you don’t, what should you expect from the school you have, and what can you do if it falls short? Deciding which way to go depends on several themes, which we’ll look at in the chapters that follow. The first theme is your roles as a parent in general and how they relate to education. The second theme is the overall development of your children from birth to early adulthood. It’s important to have a sense of this so you know the sorts of experiences you and the school should offer your child and why. The third theme is the importance of recognizing the talents, interests, and character of your own child. The fourth theme is why the education your children need now may be different from when you were at school. The fifth theme is why so many schools are not yet providing that sort of education and what you can do as a parent to change that.

Learning, Education, and School

Before we get into this, let me distinguish three terms, which will keep coming up: learning, education, and school.


	Learning is acquiring new skills and understanding.

	Education is an organized program of learning.

	School is a community of learners.



Children love to learn; they don’t always enjoy education and some have big problems with school. Why is that?

Learning is natural for children. Babies learn at a prodigious pace. Take language. In their first twenty-four months or so, they go from being inarticulate bundles of cries and gurgles to being able to speak. It’s a remarkable achievement and nobody, including you, “teaches” your child how to do it. You don’t because you couldn’t. Learning to speak is far too complicated. How do babies learn to speak? They have a natural capacity for it and they love to learn. How do they do it? By listening and by copying you and the others around them. You encourage them with your smiles and delight, and they encourage you with theirs. They learn to speak because they want to and they can. As they go through life, they’ll pick up all sorts of other skills and knowledge just for the love of learning: because they want to and they can.

Education is a more organized approach to learning. It can be formal or informal, self-directed or organized by someone else. It might be at home, online, at work, or somewhere else. Peter Gray is a research professor of psychology at Boston College and author of Free to Learn. Children, he says, “are beautifully designed, by nature, to direct their own education. For most of human history, children educated themselves through observing, exploring, questioning, playing and participating. These educative instincts still work beautifully for children who are provided with conditions that allow them to flourish.”2

A school is any community of people who come together to learn with and from each other. I was asked recently if I thought schools are still a good idea. I do, and the reason is that most of what we learn in our lives we learn with and from other people. Learning is as much a social as an individual process. The real question is what sort of schools help children learn best? Many young people are turned off education not because they don’t want to learn but because the rituals and routines of conventional schooling get in the way.

For most of us, our main experience of formal education is grade school. What images does “school” bring to mind? If you think “high school,” you may picture long corridors and lockers, classrooms full of desks with blackboards or whiteboards at the front, a hall with a stage, a gym, science labs, maybe a music room or art studio, and a sports field somewhere. What about what goes on there? You may think of separate subjects (some more important than others), fixed schedules, bells and buzzers, students streaming between rooms in age groups, assignments, tests, and after-school programs. What about preschool or elementary school? Whatever your own feelings about school, the fact is that if you passed out somewhere and woke up in one, you’d probably work out quickly where you were. Since the introduction of mass education in the nineteenth century, schools have become recognizable places that work in typical ways. Many of the rituals of schools are taken for granted largely because school has been like this for a long time. Not all schools are like this, and schools don’t have to be this way at all. The fact that so many are is a matter of habit, not necessity. We’ll be looking at different ways of doing school and at how the best schools create conditions in which young people enjoy learning and want to achieve at their highest levels. It’s important that they do enjoy education, for them and for you.

What’s It All For?

Starting as toddlers, most children in the United States spend around fourteen years in school, forty weeks a year, five days a week for an average of eight hours a day, counting homework. It adds up to around twenty-two thousand hours of schooling, not counting college. That’s about the same amount of time that all the motorists in Switzerland spent last year in traffic jams. The Swiss are a patient people, but even so, that’s a lot of time. This doesn’t include the time you spend getting your children ready for school in the morning, dropping them off, picking them up, helping with homework, going to meetings and events, and all the hours you spend yourself in traffic jams as a result. What do you hope for from this huge investment of time and energy? Why are you educating your children in the first place? What do you expect that they and you will get from it?

In my experience, most parents want their children to learn about the world around them, develop their natural talents and interests, and acquire the skills and knowledge they’ll need to become good citizens and make a decent living. These are reasonable expectations. We had them when our own children were going through school, and our parents did when we were young. Whatever you want, what sort of education do you think they need? If you think a conventional academic education supported by perfect test scores is best, you may well be wrong. Even if you don’t think that, many policy makers do and that’s a problem. In my view they’re wrong too.

All Change

One of the reasons you have to think differently about education these days is that the world your children are living in is so different from the one that you and your parents grew up in. We’ll go into this in later chapters, but these are some of the headlines.

Families are changing. These days, only 60 percent of children in the United States live in families where their biological parents are married. The other 40 percent live in a variety of situations: with a single mother, with a single father, with grandparents, with parents of the same sex, in a blended family, or none of the above. There are similar trends in many other countries. By the way, in case you’re wondering if you’re a parent, let me clarify. Given these vast social changes, for our purposes, being a parent means fulfilling particular roles rather than being a specific blood relative. You may be the child’s biological parent, maybe not. Whatever your situation, if you have a primary responsibility for the home care and well-being of a child, you are a parent.

Children are changing. Physically, young people are maturing younger than ever before, especially girls. They are facing huge social pressures from popular culture and social media. They are experiencing high levels of stress and anxiety, much of it related to pressures at school. They are becoming less healthy and more sedentary. For example, childhood obesity has more than doubled in the past thirty years and more than quadrupled in adolescents.

Work is changing. Digital technologies are disrupting many traditional job markets and creating whole new ones. It is almost impossible to predict what sorts of jobs today’s students will be doing in five, ten, or fifteen years, assuming they have a job at all.

The whole world is changing. Let’s face it, there are tumultuous changes sweeping the entire planet on every front: cultural, political, social, and environmental. Education has to take account of this if it’s to help your children make their way, let alone flourish, in a world that’s changing faster than ever.

Evidently, governments understand some of this and are hard at work in committee rooms and voting chambers trying to control what goes on in schools. Along the way, education has become a major political issue, and you and your children are in the crosshairs.

What’s the Problem?

For over thirty years, governments everywhere have been pouring resources into attempts to reform education and raise standards in schools. Their motives are mainly economic. As digital technologies in particular have transformed international trade and employment, policy makers have recognized that high standards in education systems are vital to national prosperity and competitiveness. They’re not wrong about that. The problems for you and your children lie in the strategies they’ve adopted to “improve” education. In many countries, there are four main ones: STEM disciplines, testing and competition, academicism, and diversity and choice. In some countries, notably the United States, there is a fifth: profit. At first glance, some of these reform strategies may seem to make sense. In practice, they’ve often backfired with worrying consequences for many young people and their families.

STEM Disciplines

As a parent, you want your children to do well in school, to get a good job that suits their talents and helps them become financially secure. Governments want something similar for the country, but they’re not thinking about your child in particular; they’re thinking about the workforce as a whole and of larger issues like gross national product. Consequently, they’ve put a particular emphasis on the STEM disciplines (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) in schools in the evident belief that these alone are most important for economic growth and competitiveness. Their argument is that modern economies are largely driven by innovation in these disciplines, and there are good jobs to be had in them by those with the right qualifications.

The STEM disciplines are important in education, both in themselves and for economic reasons. But thriving economies are not created by scientists, engineers, and mathematicians alone. They depend on the talents of entrepreneurs, investors, and philanthropists; they also flourish through the work of designers, writers, artists, musicians, dancers, and performers. Apple is one of the most successful companies in the world. Its success has not been driven only by software engineers and coders, vital as they are, but by people in multiple disciplines: storytelling, music, film, marketing, sales, and many more.

Preoccupation with the STEM disciplines has led to reduced provision for arts and humanities programs in schools, which are just as important to the balanced development of your children and to the vitality of our communities and economies. It sends a misleading message to your children that if they’re not at home in the STEM disciplines the world doesn’t need them, when it really does.

In 2011, the Farkas Duffett Research Group (FDR) conducted a national survey of 1,000 third- to twelfth-grade public school teachers in the United States.3 The aim was to gather information about teacher behavior and classroom practice. The survey asked teachers to provide details on what was happening in their classrooms and schools: how they were spending class time, how state testing was affecting their work, and which areas of the curriculum were getting more attention and which were getting less. According to most teachers, schools were narrowing the curriculum, shifting instructional time and resources toward math and language arts and away from art, music, foreign language, and social studies. All students appeared to be affected. The survey suggested that the curriculum was narrowing most in elementary schools.

Bob Morrison is the founder of Quadrant Research and a leading authority in the United States on the impact of public policies on provision for the arts in schools. He says that one of the things we’re seeing across the board as a result of the intense focus on preparing students for tests is a decline in both field trips and assembly programs in the arts. When asked why, school administrators overwhelmingly cite too little time as the reason.4

Most of the teachers believed that a broad curriculum is essential for a good education. Most believed the state tests in math and language arts were driving the narrowing of the curriculum and that the testing regimen had caused deep changes in day-to-day teaching and in school culture. According to teachers, the focus on math and language arts at the expense of other disciplines has had other effects. Nine out of ten teachers said that when a discipline is included in the state’s testing system, it’s taken much more seriously in schools. Two out of three said it was easier to get money for technology and materials for disciplines that are tested.

Many educators and advocates of more balanced approaches to education are campaigning to expand STEM to include A for the arts: STEAM. I’m delighted that they are. Schools should also make room for the humanities: so, SHTEAM? And what about physical education? You see the problem. The real answer is to have a properly conceived, acronym-free approach to children’s education, and that’s what we should all be pressing for.

Testing and Competition

Policy makers of all stripes emphasize the need to raise standards in schools. It’s hard to argue with that ambition. Why would they lower them? The chosen method is usually the mass administration of standardized tests, often in the form of multiple-choice questionnaires. The answers are easily processed by optical scanners and generate streams of data, which can be readily compiled into comparative charts and league tables. Consistent with the focus on STEM disciplines, these tests are mainly in mathematics, science, and literacy.

High-stakes testing was meant to stimulate higher standards in education. Instead, it’s become a dreary culture that’s demoralizing students and teachers alike. In the 1980s, high school students in the United States could expect to take a few tests each year. I don’t mean the occasional pop quiz; I mean tests that had consequences for whether they graduated from one grade to the next or from high school at all, or whether they went to college and which one. Now they can expect a seemingly endless series of tests, year in, year out, starting in elementary school (and sometimes even in kindergarten), with mounting pressures on them and you too. They’re called high-stakes tests for a reason. Your child’s test results are used to compile school league tables, which can affect how much teachers are paid, how well schools are funded, and if they are funded at all.

Anya Kamenetz is an American author and journalist with a special interest in education. She is also a parent. She confirms the enormous stakes in the annual standardized tests in public schools. The near universally despised bubble tests, she notes, “are now being used to decide the fates of not only individual students but also their teachers, schools, districts, and entire state education systems, even though these tests have little validity when applied this way.” Because they determine eligibility for grade promotion and graduation, “this shuts out large numbers of minorities, the poor, English language learners, and the learning disabled. They double as performance metrics for teachers, who are being denied tenure and even fired, based on their student scores. Schools that fail to meet the test score targets are sanctioned, lose their leadership, or close; districts and states must give the tests and follow the rules or else lose billions of dollars in federal education aid.”5 As she says, these are only the most obvious, direct effects of testing; the indirect effects of judging our schools with these numbers ripple out through society.

The test obsession is making many public schools, “where nine out of ten American children are enrolled, into unhappy places. Benchmark, practice, field, and diagnostic exams are raising the total number of standardized tests up to 33 per year in some districts. Physical education, art, foreign languages, and other vital subjects are going on the block in favor of more drilling in core tested subjects …. In poor districts, teaching to the test is even more likely to replace the other activities that students desperately need.”6

There’s increased competition for places in particular schools and colleges, and test results are usually the basis of the decisions that selectors make. Students hear ever earlier that doing well on tests is the key to successful careers and that even one slipup could be disastrous. Perform badly on that test and you won’t be able to take the AP class, and if you don’t take that, the elite colleges won’t take you seriously, and if you don’t get accepted by one of those you can forget about getting a decent, well-paying job. There are so many things wrong with that message, but it’s one that young people are getting every day from school, and often from their parents too.

The testing culture has soaked up billions of taxpayer dollars with no real improvement in standards. Achievement levels in math, science, and languages have hardly changed, and neither has the international ranking of the United States in these disciplines. In the meantime, they’re causing enormous stress for you, your children, and their teachers. By the way, professionals in the sciences, technology, and mathematics are also worried that the testing culture is destroying students’ enjoyment and creativity in their disciplines as well.

Academicism

The main focus in education reform is on raising standards in the sorts of academic abilities that are needed to earn degrees at universities. Governments are encouraging as many people as possible to go to college on the assumption that graduates have the qualities that business needs and are more employable than people who haven’t been to college.

The strategy may seem well judged, but it’s not working out as planned. A college degree is no longer a guarantee of a well-paid job, partly because so many people now have them. Businesspeople aren’t happy either, and they’re the people the politicians are trying to please. Given how rapidly the world of work is changing, employers say they need people who are adaptable and can turn their hands to new tasks and challenges; they need people who are creative and can come up with ideas for new products, services, and systems; and they need team players who can collaborate and work together. They complain that many young people with conventional academic qualifications are not adaptable, creative, or team players. Why should they be? They’ve spent years in education learning that the system of constant testing rewards conformity, compliance, and competition.

This is not just an American problem. In 2016, the World Economic Forum published a report on the key skills that workers around the world will need in 2020: creativity, flexibility, collaboration, teamwork, and emotional intelligence.7 The forum recognized that these skills have to be cultivated in education. The emphasis on academic tests has also squeezed out vocational courses, which used to be a valuable route to employment for many young people whose interests and capacities are now neglected in schools.

Diversity and Choice

There was a time when parents just sent their children to the local public school. Now you may have a choice between public, private, charter, for-profit, virtual, magnet, and alternative schools, and homeschooling and unschooling. You may also live in a district that operates a voucher scheme. Schools that offer alternatives to public education may or may not be good in themselves, but the general effect of funding has been to drain resources from the public system and to reduce choice for many parents. Take voucher schemes, for example.

Several states in the United States and some countries in Europe have experimented with voucher systems. Rather than give public money to schools based on how many students they have, the money for each student is given to the parents in the form of a voucher. In theory, you can choose which school you want your child to attend and give that school the voucher. The idea is to encourage competition between schools on the assumption that it will raise standards overall by giving parents a choice. On the surface, these schemes are attractive to parents. If you don’t like the look of your local public school, you can use your voucher to send your child to a different one or to a charter or private school. In practice, voucher schemes have not worked out that way.

Schools have a limited number of spaces, and popular schools soon become oversubscribed. When they have too many applicants, popular schools usually do one of two things. They set specific selection criteria—test scores or family characteristics, for example—that lengthen the odds of your child being accepted, or they hold a lottery, which you have as much chance of winning as anyone else. If you don’t, you’re probably left with that local public school, which may now have less money because its funds have been depleted by the voucher scheme.

Offering parents a choice of schools may seem admirable in itself. In practice, the choice is often more apparent than real.

Profit

Public education is expensive, and the governments of most countries accept that. Some, notably in the United States and in England, don’t, and they seem committed to breaking up the public system by opening it up to corporate interests. Consequently, education has become a succulent market for big business, with chains of for-profit schools, new technology platforms, thousands of apps, and countless devices, all being sold for profit on the promise of better results, higher achievement, and greater success for your children. Evidently, one motive in government policies is to shift the burden of paying for education from the public purse to private enterprise. Doing that has the same result as in other profit-driven markets: profitable ventures succeed, unprofitable ones don’t. The question for you is whether you believe that quality education can be guaranteed by price and whether you’re comfortable with the nature of your own child’s education being calculated on a private balance sheet.

Out of the Running

As they all swirl into each other, the maelstrom of these reform strategies is causing problems for many young people and their families, and parents, individually and collectively, can have important roles in pushing back against them. For some young people, they are especially damaging.

The numbers of young people who don’t complete high school are worryingly high. In the United States, roughly one in five students who start ninth grade do not graduate from high school. To put that another way, every year over one million young people leave school before they graduate; that’s about one every twenty-six seconds. The number is much higher in some regions and districts. The numbers vary from year to year, but as an indication of the range, an analysis published in 2016 found that the city of Albany, Oregon, had the lowest graduation rate in the nation, with just over 50 percent of high school students graduating on time. (The highest graduation rate was in Sherman-Denison, Texas, where almost 95 percent of students graduated from high school.)8 I’m avoiding the term dropout here. Calling people dropouts suggests they failed the system. With numbers like this, it’s probably more accurate to say that the system failed them.

Forget the percentages for a moment and think of real people—and their families. Every individual has his or her own reasons for leaving school before graduating. Poverty can be a factor. Another may be living with one parent who works several jobs and has little time to get involved in education. It’s estimated that in the United States over one-third of young people under age eighteen live with a single parent. Teen pregnancy may be another reason. Only 40 percent of teen mothers finish high school. This pattern tends to repeat: only about two-thirds of children born to teen mothers go on to graduate from high school themselves.9

There’s a host of other possible reasons for not graduating from high school, but for many who don’t, a sense of pressure and boredom is certainly among them. If children are made to sit down all day doing low-grade clerical work for a test that seems pointless, it is no wonder they get anxious or tune out. So would you. Testing is one factor, but some students don’t do as well as they might because of how schools typically work. It’s not only the what of education that turns students off, but the how.

Room for Change

There are many wonderful schools and many great teachers working in them. There are also huge political pressures on them, which can distort the education that even the best of them want your children to have. If you don’t like all this testing and its effects on your child—and you’re right not to—it may comfort you to know that most educators don’t like it either. Teachers are often compelled to spend countless hours on testing and test preparation at the expense of helping your children learn things that really matter. They feel overburdened and resent that their roles as professionals are reduced to tedious clerical work for the testing companies. Like you, they know that a child’s education should not be a nerve-racking steeplechase of testing and grades, haunted with a constant fear of failure. Like you, they want to see change in schools and they are essential partners in helping to make it happen.

That said, some of the established routines of schools can cause their own problems. Many of them are habits, not mandates. For example, keeping children in strict age groups for every class can create obstacles for those who are moving faster or slower in particular areas of learning. Schools that scrap practical and vocational programs in favor of exclusively academic ones can alienate students whose real talents are putting ideas into practice. When schools are judged and funded on the basis of high-stakes test results in particular disciplines, it’s understandable that they cut back in other areas. It’s wrong, but understandable. Change the system and the problem often goes away.

The good news is that there is room for change, and many schools are changing. Parents’ voices are one of the reasons for that. Some national systems are changing too, and the disruptive effects of new technologies are another reason for that. Education can be different, and as a parent you have more power than you may know in making that happen. The first step is to be clear what you hope for in educating your children in the first place and what sort of school will provide it.

Navigating Education

Let’s dispense with a few myths. For one, a good school doesn’t need to have a particular look. There is no correlation between the amount of ivy on a school’s walls and the quality of education that goes on inside. There are schools on boats in Bangladesh, there’s one in a cave in China, and a whole program of train platform schools is operating in India. Abo Elementary School in New Mexico is built entirely underground (it was founded during the height of fear of nuclear war), high-tech high schools in California have glass walls and ultra-modern design, and Philadelphia’s School of the Future looks more like a museum than a place to attend ninth grade. The Florida Virtual School doesn’t have any building at all, since all the classes are online. These are all real schools even if they don’t look like something out of Good Will Hunting.

Another myth is that independent schools are automatically better than public schools. They are not. There are good schools of all types, and poor ones too. What are some of the factors to keep in mind?

Public Schools

Just over 90 percent of school-age children (50.4 million) in the United States attend public schools. These schools are paid for by taxpayers and are free to the students. Public schools are funded through the local school district based on how many students they have. They can raise supplementary funds through the community, especially parents. How well individual schools are funded depends on the district and the community. The district decides which schools students attend, usually the nearest one to where they live, and who teaches there. Unless they can show good reasons not to, public schools have to accept the students and teachers they’re allocated. They also have to conform to state and federal mandates on education, including curriculum, testing, and staff certification. Good or bad, those policies have a major effect on how public schools work and on the education your children get.

The situation varies in other countries. In many countries, most young people go to public schools, but parents can choose between public schools, and teachers can apply to work in specific schools rather than being allocated to them. Public schools are funded according to standard formulas that take into account the specific needs of the schools, their students, and their communities. In most countries, public schools are by far the most important resource for education for most young people and their families.

Charter Schools

In the United States, charter schools are independently operated public schools. Charters usually specialize in some way: in particular disciplines or teaching methods or in serving specific cultural communities. Charter schools operate on some but not all federal and state mandates, which means that they have freer rein than regular public schools in what they teach and how they are run. The first charter school opened in Minnesota in 1992. They have been encouraged in other states, ostensibly to promote more innovation in public education. In 2016, there were just under six thousand charter schools in the United States, which were attended by about 5 percent of public school students.

Any group of people—educators, parents, community leaders, educational entrepreneurs, or others—can apply to set up a charter school. They have to draw up a “charter plan,” setting out the principles on which the school will be based, how it will be governed, and how they will be held accountable. In most cases, charter schools operate under an agreement between the state and the school: increased autonomy in exchange for increased accountability. If the state approves the charter, it funds it like a regular public school on a per-student basis. One difference is that the district doesn’t allocate the students; the school has to attract them. That means that popular charters also get to choose their students, which means that they are often selective. A common criticism is that selection gives charters an unfair advantage when comparisons of achievement are made with public schools. In themselves, charter schools are no better than traditional public schools. Some have been very successful and others less so.10

Private Schools

Private schools receive no public funding and are supported by fees and through other fund-raising activities. In 2016, the average cost of private school tuition in the United States was a little less than $10,000 per student, though it’s much higher in certain regions of the country.11 While private schools are generally better funded than most public schools, through fees and endowments, they too are facing financial challenges. Few parents can afford them, and with the spread of charter schools, for-profit chains of schools, and online education, some who can are being lured to less expensive options.

Private schools range in size, scope, and philosophies in every way, from faith-based to specialties in particular disciplines or methods of learning. They also vary enormously in quality and value for the students. Some have excellent facilities and small class sizes. Many private schools do not require their teachers to be state certified and often pay them less. Whatever their other benefits, some families favor particular private schools out of a sense of tradition and for the social opportunities they offer their children.

Robert Pianta is dean of the Curry School of Education at the University of Virginia. “Most of the ‘effects’ of private education,” he says, “are attributable to families’ influences on children as they grow up, and the family resources and decisions that place these children in private schools—not the private school per se.”12 If there is an effect of private schooling, it is mainly due to the influence of peers on learning and motivation, which tends to be greater in private school classrooms. When you take into account that private schools tend to have students from more privileged backgrounds, public schools often outperform them.13

Proprietary Schools

There are public, charter, and independent schools that are based on particular philosophies and methodologies. They include Montessori, Waldorf, Dalton, Big Picture, KIPP, Green Dot, and others. Parents often ask if I recommend them. I do strongly support some of these approaches and discuss some of them later. If you’re considering enrolling your child in a proprietary school, my advice is always the same: take a close look at their general materials and then visit the school you have in mind. Any method can be practiced well or not so well. Meet the teachers, talk to other parents and the children, and get a feel for the school, to be as sure as you can that it’s a good fit for you and your child.

The Greater Good

Allow me a short diversion on the importance of public schools. In most countries, mass systems of public education were developed in the nineteenth century. They grew up in the context of the Industrial Revolution, and one of the main reasons they developed was economic. Governments knew then that a suitably educated workforce was vital for the growth of the industrial economy.14 The shape of the industrial workforce—mainly blue collar with a smaller professional class—is one reason why most education systems are organized as they are. Some pioneers of public education had other goals in mind too. They were social and cultural.

Lily Eskelsen Garcia is president of the National Education Association. She points to the wider purposes that some philanthropists and policy makers had in mind and especially to the vision of Horace Mann, who is widely seen as the father of American public schools. He was clear-eyed in seeing public education as a public good and a democratic necessity.


In the mid-1800s this Boston lawyer sees the hodge-podge of private schools, housewife tutors (dame schools) and sees the growing immigrant populations coming. He wonders how this new country is going to coalesce with such diverse languages; customs; religions. He starts to think of a place where they would all come together. It would be a physical place in the community; it would have professional teachers; it would by law welcome all children and people that would never sit next to each other in church or socialize in any way would all have started out as children sitting next to each other learning how to read. He believed that this was the system necessary for all Americans to see themselves as Americans.15



One of the core purposes of a publicly funded education system is to ensure equity of opportunity for all children, irrespective of their circumstances. Like equality, equity is—or should be—a basic principle in democratic societies. Equality is about affording all people the same rights and status. Equity is about recognizing that some people need more support, or resources, than others to benefit from those rights. The ideal of public education is to provide all young people with the opportunities they need to lead fulfilled lives and to contribute to the common good.
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