
CHAPTER SIX

Still at Risk: The Causes and 
Costs of Fail ure to Ed u cate 
Poor and Mi nor ity Children for 
the Twenty-First Cen tury
 JEFF HOWARD

At the turn of the mil len nium there is a large group of Amer i cans I
call “those left be hind.” It is a pop u la tion seg ment that com -
prises more than half of the Af ri can Amer i can pop u la tion, as

well as other mi nor ity and poor peo ple. These are the peo ple who are
not equipped to take full ad van tage of op por tu ni ties af forded by the
fifty years of suc cess ful so cial ac tiv ism that cul mi nated in the Brown de -
ci sion of 1954 and the civil rights leg is la tion of the 1960s. Ed u ca tion is,
of course, the way out for the his tor i cally dis ad van taged; the foun da tion 
for con struc tive em ploy ment, self-respect, and full cit i zen ship. As such,
the dis ad van taged were a ma jor fo cus of A Na tion at Risk, the 1983 re -
port that fo cused the na tion’s at ten tion on the gen eral de fi cien cies of our 
ed u ca tion pro gram. I re mem ber be ing ex cited by the pub li ca tion of the
re port, pleased to see it so widely dis cussed, and gen er ally happy with its 
con tents. The re port’s sim ple open ing state ment res o nated with my own
ex pe ri ence: “Our so ci ety and its ed u ca tional in sti tu tions seem to have
lost sight of the ba sic pur poses of school ing, and of the high ex pec ta -
tions and dis ci plined ef fort needed to at tain them.” But suc cess ful as it
was in es tab lish ing ed u ca tion re form as a na tional pri or ity, A Na tion at
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Risk has not proven to be the cat a lyst for the changes many of us hoped
for, es pe cially in the cit ies. There is lit tle ev i dence that the re form move -
ment in vig o rated by its pub li ca tion has made much of a dif fer ence af ter
twenty years of ef fort. And a close read ing, twenty years later, of the as -
sump tions and rec om men da tions re gard ing the dis ad van taged in the re -
port is sur pris ing—and dis ap point ing.

The clear est ev i dence of the con tin u ing fail ure of pub lic ed u ca tion, es -
pe cially among mi nor ity chil dren, is of fered by the Na tional As sess ment
of Ed u ca tional Prog ress (NAEP). The NAEP is a test ad min is tered to
ran dom sam ples of chil dren in each of the fifty states by the U.S. De part -
ment of Ed u ca tion. In four ad min is tra tions of the all-important read ing
por tion of the NAEP be tween 1992 and 2000, the num ber of Af ri can
Amer i can fourth grad ers scor ing at or above pro fi ciency in creased from
9 per cent to 12 per cent—mean ing that in 2000, fully 88 per cent failed to 
achieve the level of read ing ca pa bil ity re quired to fully de code the in -
creas ingly com plex ma te rial they will en coun ter in their text books.1

Sixty-three per cent scored in the low est cat e gory, “be low ba sic”—an
im prove ment of only four per cent age points since 1992. For His pan ics,
the sit u a tion is al most as dis mal: al though the num ber at or above pro fi -
ciency held steady at 16 per cent, the per cent age of stu dents in the low est 
cat e gory in creased from 56 per cent in 1992 to 58 per cent in 2000.
Scores for white chil dren are sub stan tially higher but still noth ing to
crow about: the num ber at or above pro fi ciency in creased from 35 per -
cent to 40 per cent in the same pe riod, while those “be low ba sic”
dropped from 29 per cent to 27 per cent. (It is worth not ing that six out
of ten white fourth grad ers, the chil dren of the most priv i leged pop u la -
tion group in the United States, were read ing be low pro fi ciency as the
twenty-first cen tury be gan.) But it is in our ur ban cen ters where the
prob lems of pub lic ed u ca tion are most acute, the most per va sive, and
where the high est per cent age of chil dren are most at risk. Bad pub lic
schools de stroy the only hope for those left be hind. Twenty years af ter
the pub li ca tion of A Na tion at Risk, we had a right to ex pect some thing
better. 

A Na tion at Risk was both a ring ing in dict ment of the fail ures of
Amer i can ed u ca tion and a call to ac tion. It ig nited a vig or ous school re -
form move ment, gen er ously funded by the phil an thropic com mu nity
and led by some of our most highly re garded ed u ca tion think ers. That
move ment has gen er ated twenty years of con fer ences, col lab o ra tions,
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mod els of im prove ment, new read ing and math pro grams, re search-
based in struc tional strat e gies, and in nu mer a ble schoolwide, clusterwide, 
and districtwide im prove ment ini tia tives. Some of these have shown real 
prom ise, achiev ing, in iso lated cases, real im prove ment. But these suc -
cesses have been spotty, un re li able, and of ten short lived. The NAEP re -
sults tell the tale starkly: there is very lit tle to show for all the ac tiv ity
and the money spent. The move ment has sim ply failed to gen er ate, or
cat a lyze, real im prove ment in the ed u ca tional out comes of most Amer i -
can chil dren. Why? More broadly, why does the wealth i est, stron gest,
and most vi tal na tion in the world con tinue to fare so poorly at so cen -
tral and fu ture-defining a func tion as ed u ca tion? I be lieve the re port, the
re form move ment it spawned, and U.S. so ci ety in gen eral have failed to
live up to im prove ments we had a right to ex pect for rea sons we can
spec ify: they all share a set of be liefs, and a ba sic ap proach to ed u ca tion
pred i cated on them, that are fun da men tally con gru ent with those of the
in ef fec tual ed u ca tional es tab lish ment so roundly crit i cized in 1983. 

In my twenty-five years of en gage ment with pub lic school ed u ca tors, I 
have come to be lieve that two crit i cal prob lems lie at the heart of our on -
go ing fail ures, and, I will ar gue, these are ev i dent in the fab ric of A Na -
tion at Risk. First, there is a wide spread cul ture of dis be lief in the learn -
ing ca pac i ties of many of our chil dren, es pe cially chil dren of color and
the eco nom i cally dis ad van taged. Most ed u ca tors, along with other
Amer i cans, have been so cial ized to be lieve that in tel li gence is in nate,
fixed at birth, and un equally dis trib uted: “Some have it and some
don’t.” Con fronted with the un de ni able prob lems and un der de vel oped
ac a demic skills of many of the chil dren of the poor in our cit ies, peo ple
as sume that the def i cits they see are caused by low in tel li gence.2 At trib -
uting poor skills to low abil ity leads nat u rally to the low ex pec ta tions
for fu ture per for mance so clearly ev i dent in so many class rooms—and
to the te nac ity with which they are held. These are low ex pec ta tions
with cause. And lack of be lief in the in tel li gence of poor and mi nor ity
chil dren is an equal op por tu nity af flic tion; in my ex pe ri ence, the pro por -
tion of teach ers of color who suf fer from it is nearly as great as the pro -
por tion of whites. 

Ex pres sions of this dis be lief take many forms, from the bru tal re mark 
of a teacher one of my col leagues en coun tered—“If you want better out -
comes from the class rooms in this school, send us better kids”—to the
more sub tle state ment I have heard over and over from se ri ous, com pas -
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sion ate ed u ca tors—“All chil dren can learn (up to the level of their abil i -
ties).” The par en thet i cal sec ond clause of this sen tence, of course, ne -
gates the op ti mism of the first. It is a nicer way to say what the speaker
re ally means: “What chil dren can learn de pends on the level of their
abil i ties—and we all know those vary.” Dis be lief in chil dren’s ca pac i ties
ab solves ed u ca tors (and par ents) from re spon si bil ity for ed u cat ing them
to high stan dards. It cre ates a con ta gious sense of help less ness and fu til -
ity among adults that eas ily trans fers to chil dren them selves, who
quickly learn a fa tal is tic lack of con fi dence in their own abil i ties. And it
dis ables the drive for pro fes sional de vel op ment in many ed u ca tors.

Sec ond, and al most un be liev ably, ed u ca tors lack a clear con sen sus
about the fun da men tal ob jec tives of their en ter prise. There is no agree -
ment that we can bring all chil dren up to a rea son able stan dard, with
learn ing ob jec tives aligned with the re quire ments of suc cess ful liv ing in
the twenty-first cen tury. For de cades, many teach ers have ac tively re -
sisted be ing pinned down to such ob jec tives, of ten cit ing the dif fi culty of
the con di tions un der which they work and the huge vari a tion of learn ing 
ca pac i ties and pre vi ous ex po sure in the chil dren they teach as ob sta cles
to any sin gle, ag gres sive stan dard. High stan dards also rep re sent a ba sis
for adult ac count abil ity, and there is a vo cal group of ed u ca tors—prob a -
bly a mi nor ity but quite in flu en tial—who be lieve that many chil dren are
be set with dis abling per sonal or fam ily prob lems that should ex empt
their teach ers from any re spon si bil ity for what and whether they learn.
Any at tempt to em brace ag gres sive learn ing ob jec tives thus arouses sus -
pi cion; clear out come mea sures strengthen the po si tion of those who
want to eval u ate teach ers by the learn ing out comes of their stu dents—a
level of ac count abil ity many ed u ca tors re ject out of hand. 

These two fail ures are closely re lated. It is log i cal for peo ple who
don’t be lieve their stu dents can achieve high stan dards to re sist be ing
held ac count able for such achieve ment. And the eas i est way to avoid ac -
count abil ity (with out pub licly ad mit ting that you don’t be lieve in your
stu dents) is to re sist any at tempt to de fine clear stan dards in the first
place. As a re sult, we have in ca reer ed u ca tors the only pro fes sion als
who share no clear, pas sion ately held goals for which they are pre pared
to be held ac count able—by the pub lic or within their own coun cils. Dis -
be lief and re sis tance to stan dards are two sides of the same dis abling dis -
or der, and both, I am afraid, are also clearly in ev i dence in A Na tion at
Risk. 
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The 1983 re port was a crea ture of its time and of a cul ture that is still
very much with us. Read ing it through the lens of the two is sues I have
just de scribed helps ex plain why its pub li ca tion has trig gered so lit tle im -
prove ment in pub lic ed u ca tion. In the sec tion of the re port en ti tled “Ex -
cel lence in Ed u ca tion,” for ex am ple, there is a strong, and to my mind
rather strange, jux ta po si tion be tween the goals of ex cel lence and eq uity:

We do not be lieve that a pub lic com mit ment to ex cel lence and ed u ca -
tional re form must be made at the ex pense of a strong pub lic com mit -
ment to the eq ui ta ble treat ment of our di verse pop u la tion. The twin
goals of eq uity and high-quality school ing have pro found and prac ti cal 
mean ing for our econ omy and so ci ety, and we can not per mit one to
yield to the other ei ther in prin ci ple or in prac tice. To do so would deny 
young peo ple their chance to learn and live ac cord ing to their as pi ra -
tions and abil i ties. It also would lead to a gen er al ized ac com mo da tion
to me di oc rity in our so ci ety on the one hand or the cre ation of an un -
dem o cratic elit ism on the other. 

This pas sage seems to turn on the as sump tion that in a di verse so ci ety
a com mit ment to ex cel lence will work at cross pur poses to eq uity, un less 
the bal ance is care fully man aged. If we put too much em pha sis on the
drive for eq uity, we will be left with me di oc rity. (Now, why should this
be?) Re versing the pri or i ties leads to “un dem o cratic elit ism”—pre sum -
ably be cause those with higher “as pi ra tions and abil i ties” will far out -
pace the masses less en dowed with those traits. What are we re ally say -
ing here? Is there an un der ly ing as sump tion that pop u la tions in a di verse 
so ci ety vary in their ca pac i ties to achieve ex cel lence? If so, it will be dif fi -
cult to achieve eq uity for the less able with out com pro mis ing the po ten -
tial for ex cel lence among those with higher abil ity. In their next para -
graph, the au thors work to re solve this di lemma:

Our goal must be to de velop the tal ents of all to their full est. At taining
that goal re quires that we ex pect and as sist all stu dents to work to the
lim its of their ca pa bil i ties. We should ex pect schools to have gen u inely
high stan dards rather than min i mum ones, and par ents to sup port and
en cour age their chil dren to make the most of their tal ents and abil i ties. 

The prob lem is to be solved by es tab lish ing as our mis sion “to de velop 
the tal ents of all to their full est.” We do that by ex pect ing them and as -
sist ing them “to work to the lim its of their ca pa bil i ties.” This could be
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mis taken for an en light ened, lib eral flex i bil ity—a stan dard for each child
based upon his or her own char ac ter is tics and po ten tial. I take it to be a
cor rup tion of the prin ci ple of uni form high stan dards for all chil dren,
sub sti tut ing what might be called case-based stan dards, where we en -
cour age our stu dents, in their di ver sity, to “make the most of their tal ents 
and abil i ties” (em pha sis mine). This is an ab di ca tion, a re sort to rel a tive
stan dards, mo ti vated by lack of be lief in the ca pac i ties of many of our
kids. It is tan ta mount to no clear stan dards at all. The au thors of A Na -
tion at Risk are mired in dis be lief, and as a re sult they are un able to ad -
vo cate high stan dards for all chil dren. In this, they share the de fin ing as -
sump tions and at ti tudes of the ed u ca tors who op er ate the pub lic school
sys tems they rightly de clared to be putt ing the na tion at risk.

But how can any sys tem achieve ex cel lence with out em brac ing clear,
ag gres sive stan dards and learn ing ob jec tives for all chil dren based on
them? Clear ob jec tives rep re sent a tar get, the ba sis of on go ing as sess -
ment, anal y sis, and cor rec tive ac tion—for stu dents as well as their
teach ers. With out this clar ity, peo ple have no di rec tion and no way of
eval u at ing how they are do ing. But proper ob jec tives must be ag gres sive, 
too; they must spec ify learn ing out comes, for all chil dren, that are
aligned to the re quire ments for suc cess in the 21st-cen tury econ omy.
Oth er wise, what is the point? What do we re ally ac com plish when we
set lower tar gets for some kids based on neg a tive judg ments about their
“as pi ra tions and abil i ties,” that, even if achieved, hold no pros pect for
achiev ing the lev els of pro fi ciency re quired to live well and work pro -
duc tively? What pos si ble value does such an ed u ca tion have, for them or 
for so ci ety? No ed u ca tion pro gram can suc ceed with out clear stan dards
and ob jec tives, aligned to the re quire ments of liv ing and work ing, that
are broadly un der stood and widely ac cepted. In deed, with out such ob -
jec tives it is im pos si ble even to de fine “suc cess.”

A Na tion at Risk did not re dress this prob lem. Quite the con trary: it
im plic itly en dorsed a re gime of rel a tive stan dards and a slid ing scale of
ex pec ta tions, based on (of ten neg a tive) judg ments of abil ity, that have
be dev iled ev ery one try ing to get ed u ca tors to ac tu ally teach kids to the
stan dards they will need to func tion in our world. This may seem a
harsh in ter pre ta tion of a ven er ated doc u ment. I must con fess to ask ing
my self, “am I read ing too much into this?” This pas sage from the “Rec -
om men da tions” sec tion of the re port seals the case: 
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We must em pha size that the va ri ety of stu dent as pi ra tions, abil i ties,
and prep a ra tion re quires that ap pro pri ate con tent be avail able to sat -
isfy di verse needs. At ten tion must be di rected to both the na ture of the
con tent avail able and to the needs of par tic u lar learn ers. The most
gifted stu dents, for ex am ple, may need a cur ric u lum en riched and ac -
cel er ated be yond even the needs of other stu dents of high abil ity. Sim i -
larly, ed u ca tion ally dis ad van taged stu dents may re quire spe cial cur ric -
u lum ma te ri als, smaller classes, or in di vid ual tu tor ing to help them
mas ter the ma te rial pre sented. Nev er the less, there re mains a com mon
ex pec ta tion: We must de mand the best ef fort and per for mance from all 
stu dents, whether they are gifted or less able, af flu ent or dis ad van -
taged, whether des tined for col lege, the farm, or in dus try. 

In other words, “all stu dents can learn (up to the level of their abil i -
ties),” and they should be sup plied with cur ric u lum and in struc tion (and 
pre sum ably “flex i ble” learn ing out come stan dards) aligned to our judg -
ments about them. With due re spect to the con struc tive in ten tions of the
au thors of A Na tion at Risk, this is not the ba sis for trans form ing the
schools of our ur ban cen ters or of dem on strat ing the value of pub lic ed -
u ca tion in the twenty-first cen tury. To be fair, I have no way of know ing
if they have changed their minds in the in ter ven ing years; whether they
have or not, the be lief sys tem that un der lies their 1983 rhet o ric, and the
ap proach to stan dards and ex pec ta tions based on it, still pre vail in
Amer i can ed u ca tion—to the det ri ment of us all.

Af ter years of frus tra tion with the in abil ity to im prove our schools,
the plot has thick ened, or, per haps, broad ened. In ef fec tive schools in
poor and mi nor ity com mu ni ties have now be come a large fac tor in the
on go ing strug gle over the role of gov ern ment in ed u ca tion. The pain ful
ev i dence of long-term de cline of pub lic ed u ca tion in our cit ies, ex pe ri -
enced first hand by more than one gen er a tion of stu dents and par ents,
has now given real im pe tus to the “school choice” and voucher move -
ments, putt ing pub lic ed u ca tion it self at risk. 

Al though pub lic ed u ca tion has long been sup ported by a large ma jor -
ity of Amer i cans as an es sen tial, un ques tioned el e ment of de moc racy,
the sup port has never been unan i mous. Those of a po lit i cal ori en ta tion
hos tile to any ex ten sive role for gov ern ment in our lives have al ways re -
garded free pub lic ed u ca tion with a deep skep ti cism. The move ment for
“school choice” re flects this at ti tude. School choice is not the in ven tion
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of late twentieth-cen tury con ser va tives; its ba sic ten ets were ar tic u lated
nearly 150 years ago. In 1859 John Stu art Mill con structed, in “On Lib -
erty,” his fa mous trea tise on “the lim its of gov ern ment in ter fer ence,” a
tem plate for the case against pub lic or state-controlled ed u ca tion that
ech oes strongly across eras (and across the At lan tic). First he tells us
why we ought to be sus pi cious:

A gen eral State ed u ca tion is a mere con triv ance for mold ing peo ple to
be ex actly like one an other; and as the mold in which it casts them is
that which pleases the pre dom i nant power in the gov ern ment . . . in
pro por tion as it is ef fi cient and suc cess ful, it es tab lishes a des po tism
over the mind, lead ing by nat u ral ten dency to one over the body. An
ed u ca tion es tab lished and con trolled by the State should ex ist, if it ex ist 
at all, as one among many com pet ing ex per i ments, car ried on for the
pur pose of ex am ple and stim u lus to keep the oth ers up to a cer tain
stan dard of ex cel lence.

Pub lic schools are to be lim ited to a role of ex em plar, lest they be come 
tools for des pots. For Mill, it is the al ter na tives, the “com pet ing ex per i -
ments,” that ought to carry the weight of ed u cat ing the mass of cit i zens
to per form func tional roles in so ci ety. What are the prac ti cal im pli ca -
tions of this? How would such a sys tem to be fi nanced? Mill pro vided a
sim ple, prac ti cal frame work for sus tain ing a sys tem of schools op er at ing 
out side gov ern ment con trol:

[I]n gen eral, if the coun try con tains a suf fi cient num ber of per sons
qual i fied to pro vide ed u ca tion un der gov ern ment aus pices, the same
per sons would be able and will ing to give an equally good ed u ca tion on 
the vol un tary prin ci ple, un der the as sur ance of re mu ner a tion af forded
by a law ren der ing ed u ca tion com pul sory, com bined with State aid to
those un able to de fray the ex pense.

Al though a free mar ket “vol un tary prin ci ple” is the philo soph i cal
driver of this ap proach, “re mu ner a tion” is to be as sured by a com pul -
sory ed u ca tion law that en sures a steady flow of cus tom ers, in con junc -
tion with “State aid” to the poor to en sure that they come with cash in
hand. If all of this sounds fa mil iar, it should. Mill’s for mu la tion of a sys -
tem of pri vately con trolled (but pub licly sub si dized) schools rep re sents a 
blue print for the ed u ca tional choice move ment of to day, with char ter
schools and pi lot schools freed of the au thor ity and con straints of the
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school bu reau cracy but still funded by pub lic school bud gets, and pri -
vate schools, pa ro chial schools, and ed u ca tion for-profit en ter prises all
to be funded by vouch ers. 

If this con ser va tive vi sion has not, so far, to be fully re al ized, it is be -
cause sus pi cion of gov ern ment has not proved a strong enough mo tive
in the United States to roll back the com mit ment to pub lic ed u ca tion.
Too many main stream Amer i cans bene fited from pub lic schools and
hoped for the same for their chil dren. But a real open ing for the con ser -
va tive vi sion has been pro vided by the fail ures of ur ban ed u ca tion: peo -
ple are prone to be come ag i tated, and much more open to “com pet ing
ex per i ments,” when con fronted with the spec ta cle of too many kids who 
can’t read or write. The re al i ties of bad pub lic schools in the in ner cit ies
and ed u ca tors with stub bornly low ex pec ta tions for their stu dents have
stim u lated a hun ger for al ter na tive an swers. The lead ers of the school
choice move ment have been quick to re spond. The pri mary venue for
school choice, at least for now, seems to be ur ban cen ters with poor and
mi nor ity pop u la tions, with a spe cial fo cus on win ning the hearts and
minds of dis ap pointed, an gry par ents des per ate to save their kids from
lives on the mar gins of so ci ety. It is fer tile ground for any one try ing to
sell whole sale change.

The stra te gic thrust into the in ner cit ies has met with some real suc -
cess. Voucher pro grams are well es tab lished in Mil wau kee and Cleve -
land, and other ur ban cen ters are ripe for such pro grams as well. In its
1999 Na tional Opin ion Poll of Ed u ca tion, the Joint Cen ter for Po lit i cal
and Eco nomic Studies found that 60 per cent of Af ri can Amer i cans sup -
ported vouch ers, com pared with only 48 per cent in 1996 (this com pares
with 53 per cent of the “gen eral pop u la tion”—pre sum ably whites—in
sup port).3 The 1999 plu ral ity of sup port ers breaks down by sub group in 
in ter est ing ways:

Among blacks, two-thirds of baby boom ers and more than 70 per cent
of those youn ger than 35 years sup ported school vouch ers, while a
small plu ral ity (49 to 44 per cent) of those be tween 51 and 64 years
sup ported vouch ers, and a plu ral ity (49 to 42 per cent) of black se niors
op posed them. Black Chris tian con ser va tives (68 per cent in fa vor), per -
sons from the low est-income house holds (72 per cent) and the high est-
income house holds (71 per cent), and per sons from house holds with
chil dren (71 per cent) were the black sub groups that were most fa vor -
able to vouch ers.
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In other words, when it co mes to vouch ers in the black com mu nity,
those with the great est per sonal stake in ed u ca tion—the 35-and-under
group of childrearing age—along with those with the great est fi nan cial
need (and no doubt the worst schools) were the stron gest sup port ers. In
the lat est (2000) sur vey from the Joint Cen ter, the num bers rose even
higher, with fully 75 per cent of blacks un der thirty-five years old sup -
port ing vouch ers, com pared to 60 per cent of whites.4

His torically, the in fe rior ed u ca tion of poor and mi nor ity chil dren was 
of lit tle in ter est out side the com mu ni ties in which they grew up be cause
the so cial prob lems that re sulted could be largely con tained within the
bound aries of those com mu ni ties. That is no lon ger the case. In ner-city
mi nor ity com mu ni ties are now in play as highly stra te gic el e ments in an
epic, long-term ideo log i cal strug gle for con trol and def i ni tion of school -
ing in the United States. It is a strug gle with very high stakes; ac cord ing
to the De part ment of Ed u ca tion, the United States spent $375 bil lion on
K–12 pub lic ed u ca tion in 2000–2001, and the pros pect of di ver sion of
even a tiny frac tion of that sum into pri vate hands is a pow er ful eco -
nomic in cen tive.5 Among the many ram i fi ca tions of con tin u ing fail ure to 
ad e quately pre pare poor and mi nor ity chil dren for the rig ors of a global
econ omy and so ci ety will be the ero sion of an es sen tial base of sup port
for pub lic ed u ca tion it self. Those con vinced that pub lic schools are a pil -
lar of de moc racy can no lon ger af ford to look the other way. 

Why are the prob lems of ed u ca tion in our big cit ies, filled as they are
with black and His panic chil dren, so in trac ta ble? Why are the ex pec ta -
tions of ed u ca tors, af ter twenty years of school re form, still so low?
Where (be yond the surge in sup port for vouch ers) is the out rage? The
“we’re not gonna take this any more” mo bi li za tion among par ents? And
where is the com mu nity lead er ship? And what ever has be come of the
school re form move ment? 

It is time we face up to some re al i ties. Af ter twenty years and bil lions
of dol lars spent, it is clear that school re form has not suc ceeded. As a na -
tion, we re main in ef fec tual in the face of a prob lem that will con sign an
im por tant seg ment of the pop u la tion to, at best, the side lines of the
twenty-first cen tury. And there is some thing else, some thing darker: the
fail ure to ed u cate so many mi nor ity chil dren is rooted in a per ni cious in -
ter ac tion be tween Amer i can be liefs about the dis tri bu tion of in tel li gence 
and at ti tudes about race. 
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Black and brown chil dren do poorly be cause we don’t re ally ex pect
better from them. This has ev ery thing to do with widely held, but po -
litely re pressed, at ti tudes about race. The bur den of the no tion that,
when it co mes to in tel li gence, “some have it and some don’t” sim ply
weighs harder on some kinds of peo ple than oth ers. Af ri can Amer i cans
in par tic u lar have long lived un der the cloud of what I have else where
called “the ru mor of in fe ri or ity”; the idea, baldly stated, that on av er -
age, black folk (and per haps some other peo ple of color) are ge net i cally
in tel lec tu ally in fe rior to other pop u la tions.6 This is a very old ra tio nale
for in jus tice, an orig i nal jus ti fi ca tion for slav ery. It is still pe ri od i cally
aired in quasi-academic tomes, and has thor oughly in fil trated the con -
scious ness of most Amer i cans, in clud ing Af ri can Amer i cans them selves.7

The re sult ing gen eral doubts about the ca pac i ties of most black chil dren
on the one hand and self-doubt on the other par a lyze us all. Par ents who 
should be an gry and de ter mined re main ap a thetic and pas sive; ed u ca -
tors be come cyn i cal, prone to blame their own fail ures to teach on the
lim i ta tions of their stu dents, and re sis tant to change; school re form ers,
so op ti mis tic at the start and full of good in ten tions, be come de mor al -
ized and leave the field. The lack of prog ress we have made is tes ta ment
to the power of de struc tive ideas to crip ple our ca pac ity for cor rec tive
ac tion. Mean while, the multigenerational slow-motion train wreck con -
tin ues. If this goes on much lon ger, you will have to count me among the 
ad vo cates of “com pet ing ex per i ments,” and per haps vouch ers to sup -
port them. 

But not yet. I have spent the last twenty years in search of an swers
and, work ing with my col leagues at the Ef fi cacy In sti tute, have made
some prom is ing dis cov er ies that give me hope. There are in di vid ual
class rooms in ev ery com mu nity where teach ers achieve won der ful re -
sults with chil dren from the most dis ad van taged back grounds. Most and 
some times all of their stu dents achieve pro fi ciency—a very high stan -
dard of ac a demic achieve ment—ev ery year. In my speak ing en gage -
ments with ed u ca tors around the coun try I rou tinely ask how many
know such a teacher; in vari ably one-third to one-half raise their hands
and as sure me that these are real peo ple they could name. Working and
talk ing with these in di vid u als has been re ward ing. We have found that
there are un mis tak able, replicable pat terns in their be liefs and prac tices:
they es tab lish ag gres sive learn ing-outcome ob jec tives for ev ery sub ject

STILL AT RISK 91

This ar ti cle ap peared in A Na tion Re formed? Amer i can Ed u ca tion Twenty Years af ter “A Na tion at
Risk,” ed ited by Da vid T. Gordon, pub lished by Har vard Ed u ca tion Press, 2003.



they teach, and they com mu ni cate these as tar gets to their stu dents; they
be lieve all their stu dents can achieve the tar geted out comes by the end of 
the school year, and they reg u larly and cred i bly com mu ni cate that be -
lief. Con fi dent in their own ca pac i ties to shape ef fec tive learn ing en vi -
ron ments, they use the data from a reg u lar sched ule of as sess ments to
drive on go ing ad just ments in the cur ric u lum they use and the in struc -
tional strat e gies they em ploy. The late Ron Edmonds, whose ideas have
be come gos pel for many se ri ous ed u ca tors around the coun try, once said 
some thing to the ef fect that “We al ready have all the knowl edge we need 
to teach our kids. We just don’t use it.” That we have the knowl edge is
cer tainly true, proven ev ery day by these ef fec tive teach ers. The ques tion 
then be comes, “How do we make more peo ple use it?” That is, how do
we move it to scale? 

Be fore I share my own an swer to this ques tion, I feel obliged to tell
you what I think it is not. Pro fes sional in com pe tence has been widely
viewed among school re form ers as a lead ing cause of the fail ure of
Amer i can schools. On a su per fi cial level, this may be true; in com pe tent
teach ers rarely teach well. So for twenty years much of the en ergy and
money of school re form went into an at tempt to fix poor schools
through teacher re train ing and cer tif i ca tion schemes. But the phe nom e -
non of twenty-year vet er ans who have only ru di men tary sub ject knowl -
edge, use ob vi ously in ef fec tive in struc tional strat e gies, and seem not to
care that most of their stu dents don’t learn much is better un der stood as
a symp tom of a much deeper prob lem—the sense of help less ness and fu -
til ity of ed u ca tors who don’t be lieve their stu dents have the in tel lec tual
ca pac ity to learn. These peo ple are nei ther stu pid nor lazy; they are crea -
tures of their cul ture, and, con fronted with poorly pre pared kids, they
have the dis pir ited re sponse typ i cal of those in doc tri nated with Amer i -
can be liefs about the dis tri bu tion of in tel li gence: “What good will better
in struc tional strat e gies do with kids like these?” Lack of pro fes sional
com pe tence is a real is sue, with ob vi ous con se quences; but an ex clu sive
or even pri mary fo cus on it takes us off the scent. It is the sense of hope -
less ness about the pros pects of mov ing in ner-city kids to stan dards that
un der mines the drive to be come truly pro fi cient at teach ing, not the
other way around. Peo ple who don’t be lieve in their stu dents lit er ally
knit and read news pa pers when they are forced to at tend staff de vel op -
ment pro grams about the lat est, great est, re search-based in struc tional
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ap proaches (which they rou tinely re fer to as “fla vors of the month,” and 
then never use).

 If not teacher re train ing, what? Here is a sim ple, three-part pre scrip -
tion for what is re quired to reach scale—that is, achieve ef fec tive schools 
and school sys tems—build ing on what we have learned from our own
work and from in di vid ual ef fec tive teach ers. 

First, we must build con sen sus on the mis sion of ed u ca tion. What ex -
actly are we try ing to achieve? Ed u ca tors need clear tar gets that de fine
suc cess if they are to have any hope of be ing suc cess ful. I be lieve the ap -
pro pri ate mis sion for class rooms, whole schools, and school sys tems is
pro fi ciency for all stu dents, in each sub ject, and at ev ery grade level. Pro -
fi ciency can be sim ply de fined: it is the dem on stra tion, for each sub ject,
of pos ses sion of the ap pro pri ate knowl edge and the ap pli ca tion skills to
use that knowl edge in new and novel sit u a tions. This is an ag gres sive
stan dard, the level of learn ing tra di tion ally ex pected only of the “gifted
and tal ented” in our schools. It moves con sid er ably be yond rote mem o ri -
za tion into the deeper realm of un der stand ing re quired to ac tu ally em -
ploy knowl edge to solve prob lems in the real world. It can also be mea -
sured. Well-de signed tests can as sess both knowl edge and ap pli ca tion
skill—pro fi ciency—and tell us where chil dren are rel a tive to the tar get.8 

I must con fess I am not con fi dent that, left to their own de vices, ed u -
ca tors will adopt such an ag gres sive stan dard for all chil dren. They have
too of ten fought high stan dards and pub lic ex pres sions of doubt that
many of our kids, es pe cially poor and mi nor ity kids in the cit ies, can
achieve at this level. But it is not up to ed u ca tors alone to de cide the mis -
sion or the stan dards for our chil dren. Or ga nized pres sure from the out -
side is a crit i cal el e ment in the nec es sary trans for ma tion of our schools.
The com mu ni ties that pay for pub lic ed u ca tion should or ga nize “cam -
paigns for pro fi ciency,” where they take the lead in de ter min ing what
the stan dard ought to be and es tab lish cri te ria for ac count abil ity for ed -
u ca tors, who are, af ter all, pub lic ser vants. Pro fi ciency rep re sents a uni -
form stan dard for all chil dren and for the sys tem as a whole. It is a tar get 
wor thy of the ac tual ca pa bil i ties our chil dren, and it is aligned with the
lev els of knowl edge and skills they will need to func tion in the twenty-
first cen tury.

Sec ond, we must build be lief that the mis sion can be ac com plished.
The con fi dence to set ag gres sive stan dards for all chil dren only co mes
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with the be lief that they are ca pa ble of learn ing at this level. Ac cep tance
of the adult ac count abil ity that will in ev i ta bly ac com pany clear stan -
dards is also based on con fi dence—in this case, con fi dence that adults
are ca pa ble of teach ing at this level. In nei ther case can such con fi dence
be taken for granted. Peo ple raised in the “some have it, some don’t” be -
lief sys tem will need to have their cur rent un der stand ing about the dis -
tri bu tion of in tel li gence chal lenged and re placed by one that al lows the
pos si bil ity that vir tu ally all nor mal kids have the in tel lec tual ca pac ity to
achieve pro fi ciency.9 

Re cent re search shows that in tel li gence is not the rigid, static en tity it
was once be lieved to be. IQ scores for peo ple of all ages have risen by
about three points a de cade dur ing most of the twen ti eth cen tury.10 It has
also been dis cov ered that the lon ger peo ple at tend school, the higher, on
av er age, their IQs. In ter est ingly, IQs have been ris ing for pre school chil -
dren, too.11 Better nu tri tion is a pos si ble cause, but it is likely that the es -
ca lat ing com plex i ties and chal lenges of par tic i pa tion in our so ci ety and
econ omy are the most im por tant driv ers of our grow ing abil i ties. 

This has crit i cal im pli ca tions for ed u ca tion. The most im por tant de -
ter mi nant of in tel lec tual ca pac ity and school suc cess is not fixed abil ity;
it is en gage ment in chal leng ing ac tiv ity. Ef fec tive ef fort—which we de -
fine as ef fort based on te na cious en gage ment with a task, close at ten tion
to feed back that in di cates what we must work on to im prove, and con -
tin ual ad just ments in strat egy based on that feed back—con trols learn ing 
ca pac ity. In tel li gence is not a fixed as set one ei ther has or does n’t have;
chil dren can “get smart,” lit er ally be come more in tel li gent—if, and only
if, they com mit sus tained ef fec tive ef fort at chal leng ing new tasks.
Adults who know how to en gage chil dren’s ef fort at learn ing tasks can
move them to pro fi ciency. Ex ten sive ev i dence sup ports the link be tween
ef fec tive ef fort and the de vel op ment of new ca pac i ties, in clud ing the
high est lev els of ex per tise and mas tery in such cre ative, com pet i tive ac -
tiv i ties as chess and mu sic.12 

This is an en tirely dif fer ent way of think ing about in tel lec tual ca pac -
ity and the only one I know of that will sup port a gen eral com mit ment
to pro fi ciency. It is a be lief sys tem im plic itly em braced by the great
teach ers who rou tinely move the most dis ad van taged kids to the high est
stan dards. Their suc cesses can be used as per sua sive ev i dence that chil -
dren re ally can “get smart,” be come pro fi cient, in the hands of a skilled
ed u ca tor who be lieves in them. Peo ple who un der stand that in tel li gence
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can be de vel oped stop re sist ing high stan dards for all chil dren, and
spend their en ergy in stead learn ing new in struc tional ap proaches to get
them there. 

Ex posing ed u ca tors to a new be lief sys tem about in tel li gence, and get -
ting them to adopt it, will take lead er ship. Su per in ten dents, prin ci pals,
and opin ion lead ers among the teacher corps in each school must open
them selves to the ev i dence that chil dren can “get smart” (in clud ing the
readily avail able ev i dence of lo cal teach ers who prove it by mov ing dis -
ad van taged kids to pro fi ciency). Most im por tant, they must val i date the
truth of this idea in their own lives and ex pe ri ences and ap proach oth ers
with the au then tic ity that co mes only from per sonal con vic tion. We can
trans fer the “get smart” be lief sys tem to all the adults in a school sys tem
(and through them, to chil dren) if lead ers have the cour age to em brace
the idea them selves, and the will to learn the new lead er ship profi ciencies 
re quired to ex pand the mindsets of teach ers, par ents, and chil dren.

Third, we must teach peo ple to use as sess ment data to drive changes
in strat egy. Amer i can ed u ca tors have tra di tion ally used stu dent per for -
mance data, es pe cially data from stan dard ized tests, to make (of ten neg -
a tive) judg ments about chil dren’s learn ing ca pac i ties. In the last few
years the pub lic has turned the ta bles, us ing school and class room per -
for mance data to make (of ten neg a tive) judg ments about teacher com pe -
tency. These ten den cies have stim u lated a pow er ful aver sion to data and
re sis tance to its anal y sis. But ef fec tive, con struc tive use of data is an es -
sen tial tool that teach ers and par ents can use, im me di ately, to re align re -
sources, pol i cies, and prac tices to move chil dren to pro fi ciency. 

Pro fi ciency is, by its na ture, em i nently mea sur able. That means we
can use as sess ment tools to gen er ate data about how our kids are do ing
at any given time—who is reach ing the stan dard, who is fall ing short,
and by how much. Use ful data in a well-constructed pro fi ciency test
takes the form of de tailed feed back ex plain ing why the child got the
score he or she did, and what she or he must work on to im prove. An in -
tense fo cus on this feed back is crit i cal be cause it lit er ally tells us what we 
must do to get better re sults in the fu ture. It is the di rect guide to cor rec -
tive strat e gies. 

For ef fec tive ed u ca tors, feed back from as sess ments shapes cur ric u lum 
and in struc tional strat egy.13 Cur ric u lum is prop erly un der stood as much
more than “the text book”; it is the range of tools, in clud ing text books,
plus a wide ar ray of ad di tional in struc tional ma te ri als and ex plor atory
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ac tiv i ties that ed u ca tors use to trans fer knowl edge to learn ers. In an ef -
fec tive class room the cur ric u lum is nei ther static nor or dained by the
cen tral of fice; it is con stantly ad justed, based on feed back, to meet the
needs of a par tic u lar stu dent or group of stu dents in the march to pro fi -
ciency.14 The same re quire ment for flex i bil ity ap plies to in struc tional
strat e gies. The in struc tional ap proaches a good teacher uses are never
set in con crete; they de pend en tirely on what these stu dents need, this
year, to move them to pro fi ciency. In my ex pe ri ence, ed u ca tors who
have learned to use data are never at a loss about what to do, nor do
they sit around wait ing for march ing or ders from the cen tral of fice.
They are re spon sive and proactive. They use data to dis cover what their
stu dents need, then use the “knowl edge base of teach ing”—the com pen -
dium of doc u mented strat e gies avail able to them—and their own in ven -
tive ness to meet the chal lenges.15  These are pro fes sional teach ers, pro fi -
cient in their craft.

Ironically, the change we all want in Amer i can ed u ca tion re quires
that we—par ents, lead ers, and ev ery one with a stake in the fu ture—
dem on strate faith in the ca pac i ties of our ed u ca tors to learn. We must
set a high stan dard for them. We must ex pect that they will move our
chil dren to pro fi ciency and dem on strate to us that they can do what
other pro fes sion als do when con fronted with prob lems and chal lenges—
di ag nose what is wrong and find (or in vent) cor rec tive strat e gies to over -
come all ob sta cles. They will be mo ti vated to do so if they are con -
fronted (and sup ported) by com mu ni ties that won’t take no for an an -
swer to the de mand for high stan dards for all kids. And it will help a lot
if we stop un der cut ting their ini tia tive and in ven tive ness by spoon-
feeding them what I have heard re ferred to as “teacher-proof,” by-the-
numbers cur ric ula and in struc tional ap proaches de vel oped by ex perts. 

Can it re ally be that sim ple? I reg u larly hear re spect able peo ple ar gue
that ev ery thing is ter ri bly com pli cated, that the is sues are so com plex
that they defy so lu tion. The op po site is true. Ef fec tive or ga ni za tions in
ev ery do main of ac tiv ity, all over the world, em ploy fun da men tally sim -
ple ap proaches, no mat ter how com plex they look from the out side.
These al ways in volve clear ob jec tives un der stood by ev ery one and con -
sid ered man da tory, strong be lief among the rank and file about their
own ca pac i ties to achieve these ob jec tives, and sim ple op er at ing schemes 
that peo ple can quickly learn and even tu ally mas ter to solve prob lems
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and over come ob sta cles. The de tails of par tic u lar op er a tions and func -
tions within an or ga ni za tion may be nu mer ous and com plex, but the
core strat egy is al ways sim ple. 

This prin ci ple trans lates to the world of pub lic ed u ca tion. We will get
things right in Amer i can schools, start ing in our ur ban cen ters, when we
de cide to hold our selves ac count able for mov ing all chil dren to meet an
ag gres sive stan dard, like pro fi ciency; when we learn to be lieve in their
ca pac i ties and our own; and when we as sume a fully pro fes sional pos -
ture of de fin ing our own strat e gies for im prove ment.
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