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It will come as no surprise to most readers that America’s primary and 
secondary schools are widely seen as failing. High school graduation 
rates, while improving, are still far too low, and there are steep gaps 
in achievement between middle-class and poor students. Even in the 
midst of high unemployment rates, business owners are struggling to 
find graduates with sufficient skills in reading, math, and science to fill 
today’s jobs. School districts, teachers’ unions, and parents are engaged 
in fierce debates over the best way to rein in climbing costs and improve 
standards. Meanwhile, progress is frustratingly slow, if in fact what is 
taking place represents progress at all. 

The domestic consequences of a weak education system are rela-
tively well known. The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) made the 
decision to sponsor this Task Force to address the less well known—
yet equally sobering—national security repercussions. In 2011, CFR 
launched its Renewing America initiative, which examines domestic 
issues such as infrastructure, energy security, and the federal deficit 
that affect the United States’ ability to conduct foreign policy and com-
pete economically. Education is a critical component of this initiative. 
A world-class education system is vital to preserving not just the coun-
try’s physical security but also to reinforcing the broader components 
of American leadership, such as economic dynamism, an informed and 
active democracy, and a coterie of informed professionals willing and 
able to live and serve around the world. 

In international tests of literacy, math, and science, American stu-
dents rank far below the world’s leaders in Finland, South Korea, and 
Shanghai. They spend fewer years studying a more limited range of for-
eign languages than students in most other wealthy countries and just 
1.4 percent of them study abroad, mostly in Europe. Significant majori-
ties of young Americans are unable to identify strategically or politi-
cally important countries, such as Iraq or Afghanistan, on a map of the 
world; enrollment in civics and government classes is declining. 

Foreword
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As a result, students are leaving school without the math and science 
skills needed for jobs in modern industry. They are too often unable to 
pass military entrance exams. The State Department and intelligence 
services lack sufficient linguists and analysts for critical regions. By 
almost every measure, U.S. schools are failing to provide the kind of 
education our society will need to ensure American leadership in the 
twenty-first century.

This Independent Task Force examines the critical weaknesses of 
the U.S. K-12 education system and assesses the actual and potential 
impact on American national security. While the system’s present 
flaws, including a sclerotic bureaucracy, a lack of incentive for innova-
tion, and few rewards for excellent teacher performance, are serious 
and their effects on students severe, the Task Force nonetheless sees 
cause for hope. The Common Core, a set of educational standards 
shared among all but five U.S. states, is due to be rolled out in 2014 
and will set national expectations for student achievement in math and 
reading. President Barack Obama’s Race to the Top program allowed 
states and school districts to compete for a share of $5 billion to fund 
programs designed to improve student assessments, reward excellent 
teachers, and rapidly improve the worst-performing schools. These 
efforts build on President George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind 
Act, which was the first federal effort to measure and publicize student 
test results, and the success of charter schools and voucher programs, 
which allow families to choose the best school for their children. 
Clearly, change is possible, as is cooperation across party lines. 

The Task Force recommends three overarching reforms to improve 
the educational system and enhance America’s future ability to safe-
guard the country, compete and collaborate with others, and reinforce 
American leadership worldwide. First, it calls on governors to not only 
adopt the state-led Common Core curriculum, but also expand the 
curriculum to include skill sets—such as science, technology, and for-
eign languages—that are critical to national security. The Task Force 
also advocates structural changes that will empower students and their 
families to choose which schools they attend. Lastly, this report calls 
on state governors, working in conjunction with the federal govern-
ment, to establish a national security readiness audit that holds educa-
tors and policymakers responsible for meeting national expectations 
in education.

It is important to emphasize, though, that this report is the begin-
ning of a conversation, not the end of one. American teachers, 
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administrators, policymakers, and parents all need to think about 
how to better prepare students for life in a world that will affect them, 
directly and indirectly, in countless ways. Young people will need not 
only the skills outlined here but also a deep and diverse knowledge 
base about the world around them. The histories and foreign policies 
of other countries, the nature and function of the international system, 
and an understanding of the challenges and opportunities globaliza-
tion offers—these could all be elements of a curriculum dedicated to 
shaping the globally literate citizens our civil service, military forces, 
economy, and society writ large will need. As policymakers consider 
the important reforms proposed here, I hope they will do so with a 
mind toward these potential next steps.

I would like to thank the Task Force’s distinguished chairs, Con-
doleezza Rice and Joel Klein, for their leadership and commitment to 
this endeavor. This Task Force brought together a collection of excep-
tional individuals, each with very different backgrounds and opinions, 
to reach a consensus on an issue that is often controversial and always 
incites great passion. I am grateful to all of the Task Force members and 
observers for contributing their time and informed perspectives to pro-
duce this report. 

I also invite readers to review the additional views written by several 
Task Force members that appear at the report’s conclusion. The report 
of an Independent Task Force is a document that represents the con-
sensus among the group, and each signatory endorses the broad thrust 
of the policy recommendations. However, these additional views pro-
vide valuable insight into the breadth of the debate and demonstrate the 
complexity of the issues at hand.

My thanks also extend to Anya Schmemann, CFR’s Task Force Pro-
gram director, without whose guidance this project would not have 
been possible. I would also like to thank Project Director Julia Levy, who 
wove together the many perspectives represented by this Task Force in a 
report that we hope helps generate a national conversation.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
March 2012
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Under its Renewing America initiative, the Council on Foreign Relations 
has focused attention on the domestic sources of American strength and 
global leadership. Education is one of those core strengths—and its ero-
sion will undermine the United States’ ability to lead. 

When we as chairs convened this Task Force, we asked, Why is K-12 
public school education a national security issue?

First, it is critical that children in the United States be prepared for 
futures in a globalized world. They must master essential reading, writ-
ing, math, and science skills, acquire foreign languages, learn about the 
world, and—importantly—understand America’s core institutions and 
values in order to be engaged in the community and in the international 
system.

Second, the United States must produce enough citizens with critical 
skills to fill the ranks of the Foreign Service, the intelligence community, 
and the armed forces. For the United States to maintain its military and 
diplomatic leadership role, it needs highly qualified and capable men 
and women to conduct its foreign affairs.

Third, the state of America’s education system has consequences for 
economic competitiveness and innovation. No country in the twenty-
first century can be truly secure by military might alone. The dominant 
power of the twenty-first century will depend on human capital. The 
failure to produce that capital will undermine American security. 

Finally, the United States cannot be two countries—one educated 
and one not, one employable and one not. Such a divide would under-
mine the country’s cohesion and confidence and America’s ability and 
willingness to lead. Opportunity and promise for all Americans are 
bedrock principles upon which this country was founded.

The United States is an exceptional nation in many ways. As a people, 
we are not held together by blood, nationality, ethnicity, or religion. The 
true American identity is born of the idea that it does not matter where 
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you came from; it only matters where you are going. And thus, solu-
tions to education must be unique and foster the American identity 
among citizens. The circumstance in which this American ideal is no 
longer obtainable for a substantial part of the American population is 
unacceptable. 

While recognizing the improvement efforts already in progress, this 
report details the above concerns and offers recommendations to build 
upon the American education system today. This is a clarion call to the 
nation, aiming to magnify the need for change. We feel strongly that 
the United States must continue to provide an education that allows our 
country to lead the international community. The nation cannot allow 
Americans to lose confidence or the country to turn inward, resulting 
in a lack of American leadership around the world.

American education is vital to sustaining the nation’s international 
leadership and competitiveness. And it is core to upholding the Ameri-
can ideals that our forefathers set out to establish in this democracy. 
We took on this project because we believe that the crucial question for 
our generation is whether the American Dream becomes the American 
memory on our watch. We believe and hope that the American Dream 
can still be sustained.

Joel I. Klein
Condoleezza Rice
Task Force Chairs



xv

Acknowledgments

The report of the Independent Task Force on U.S. Education Reform 
and National Security is the product of a great deal of effort by the 
members and observers of the Task Force, and I am very appreciative 
of the time, attention, and expertise that each member devoted to this 
important project. 

In particular, I would like to thank our distinguished chairs, Joel 
Klein and Condoleezza Rice, for their leadership, dedication, thought-
ful direction, and constructive feedback on draft after draft. Joel and 
Condi come from different backgrounds and perspectives but are both 
inspirational in their passion for bringing people together to confront 
the challenges in U.S. education. It has been a true pleasure to work 
with both chairs and their teams, in particular Georgia Godfrey, Mad-
eline Kerner, and Rosanne Mullaly. 

It is striking how often politicians, executives, and other leaders in 
American life discuss the challenges America faces without addressing 
education—which is so intimately tied to long-term U.S. competitive-
ness, prosperity, and security. K-12 education reform is an unfamiliar 
topic for CFR, and I applaud the organization for having the vision and 
courage to take it on. 

Throughout the process, I have been deeply appreciative of the Task 
Force members’ and observers’ time and attention and of their invalu-
able expertise and guidance. Many members took time to share detailed 
comments. Several, including Craig Barrett, Louis Gerstner, and Randi 
Weingarten, made presentations to the full group. I am also thank-
ful to several people who met with and briefed the Task Force group, 
including U.S. secretary of education Arne Duncan, Mary Cullinane, 
formerly of Microsoft, Sir Michael Barber of Pearson, and David Cole-
man of Student Achievement Partners. 

I also received help and support from CFR members. The New 
York Meetings team organized an event at the 2011 Term Member 



xvi Acknowledgments

Conference with CFR term members in New York, which I led with 
Task Force member Edith Bartley; and the New York Corporate Pro-
gram organized an event for CFR corporate members in New York 
with Joel Klein and me. 

I am grateful to many at CFR: The Publications team assisted in edit-
ing the report and readied it for publication. CFR’s Communications, 
Corporate, External Affairs, and Outreach teams all worked to ensure 
that the report reaches the widest audience possible. Additionally, 
CFR’s Events teams in both New York and Washington deserve thank 
yous for ably coordinating all of the Task Force’s meetings. 

Kristin Lewis, Shelby Leighton, and Elizabeth Leader of CFR’s Task 
Force Program were extremely helpful and ensured the Task Force ran 
smoothly, from organizing meetings to researching and editing multi-
ple drafts. Task Force Program director Anya Schmemann was instru-
mental to this project from beginning to end, offering invaluable advice 
and guidance. 

I am grateful to CFR President Richard N. Haass for giving me the 
opportunity to direct this effort. I also would like to thank the Broad 
Foundation for its generous support of the project. CFR also expresses 
its thanks to the Bernard and Irene Schwartz Foundation for its support 
for the Renewing America initiative.

This report is the product of the Independent Task Force. I am con-
vinced that its power is in its ability to reframe U.S. education reform 
and draw the attention of new leaders to the vital challenges this coun-
try faces. Throughout the writing and editing process, I have made 
every effort to take feedback and edits into account, but I take responsi-
bility for the report’s content and note that any omissions or mistakes 
are mine. Once again, my sincere gratitude to all who contributed to 
this effort.

Julia Levy
Project Director



Task Force Report





3

Introduction

Education has historically given all Americans—rich and poor, black 
and white—opportunity. It has allowed individuals to achieve their 
dreams, and it has fueled the continued innovation, growth, prosperity, 
and security of this nation. Today, however, as America’s young citizens 
are simultaneously confronted with growing economic inequalities and 
an increasingly global and competitive world, elementary and second-
ary (K-12) schools are failing to provide the promised opportunity. 
Measured against global standards, far too many U.S. schools are fail-
ing to teach students the academic skills and knowledge they need to 
compete and succeed. Many are also neglecting to teach civics, the glue 
that holds our society together. 

This failure and its consequences are not theoretical; they are real and 
already having a noticeable impact on individual students, particularly 
the neediest students for whom education is the only “intervention” 
capable of putting them on track to a better life, as well as on U.S. com-
petitiveness, readiness, and future prospects. In short, America’s failure 
to educate is affecting its national security. Consider the following points: 

 – Despite sustained unemployment, employers are finding it difficult to 
hire Americans with necessary skills, and many expect this problem to 
intensify. For example, 63 percent of life science and aerospace firms 
report shortages of qualified workers.1 In the defense and aerospace 
industries, many executives fear this problem will accelerate in the 
coming decade as 60 percent of the existing workforce reaches retire-
ment age.2 

 – Most young people do not qualify for military service. A recent study on 
military readiness found that 75 percent of U.S. citizens between the 
ages of seventeen and twenty-four are not qualified to join the mili-
tary because they are physically unfit, have criminal records, or have 
inadequate levels of education.3 The 25 percent of students who drop 
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out of high school are unqualified to serve, as are the approximately 
30 percent of high school graduates who do graduate but do not know 
enough math, science, and English to perform well on the mandatory 
Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery.4

 – The U.S. State Department and intelligence agencies are facing criti-
cal language shortfalls in areas of strategic interest. Fewer than half of 
State Department officers in language-designated positions in Iraq 
and Afghanistan met the department’s language requirements, for 
example, and shortfalls in strategically important languages such as 
Chinese, Dari, Korean, Russian, and Turkish are substantial.5 

In many ways, the United States remains a global leader: its schol-
ars win the most Nobel Prizes; its companies hold the most science and 
technology patents; and its armed services are, by many measures, the 
strongest in the world. However, no country in the twenty-first century 
can rest on its laurels or be truly secure by military might alone. Human 
capital will determine power in the current century, and the failure to 
produce that capital will undermine America’s security. 

Task Force Goal s

As part of its ninetieth anniversary, in 2011 the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions began focusing on America’s sources of domestic strength and 
leadership. Education is one of those core strengths, and it was clear to 
the Task Force from the beginning that its erosion would have a negative 
and sweeping impact on the country. Without mastery of core academic 
subjects, students are not prepared to collaborate, compete, or interact 
locally or globally. They are not prepared to create the innovations that 
drive economic growth or to fill critical positions in the Foreign Service, 
intelligence agencies, and the armed services. Educational failure puts 
the United States’ future economic prosperity, global position, and 
physical safety at risk. Leaving large swaths of the population unpre-
pared also threatens to divide Americans and undermine the country’s 
cohesion, confidence, and ability to serve as a global leader. 

CFR launched the Independent Task Force on U.S. Education 
Reform and National Security to draw attention to the problems 
in America’s K-12 schools, which the group argues constitute a very 
grave national security threat facing this country. The Task Force 
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members hope that by drawing attention to the undeniable—though 
often unconsidered—link between K-12 public education and national 
security, they will be able to recast old debates, spark new conversa-
tions, enlist new advocates, and catalyze national change. The group 
warns that mere tweaks to the status quo will not create the necessary 
transformation. 

After elucidating the linkages between education and national secu-
rity, exploring the current state of education in America and interna-
tional comparisons, and identifying the core skills students need to learn, 
the Task Force proposes three overarching policy recommendations:

 – Implement educational expectations and assessments in subjects vital to 
protecting national security. With the support of the federal govern-
ment and industry partners, states should expand the Common Core 
State Standards, ensuring that students are mastering the skills and 
knowledge necessary to safeguard the country’s national security. 
Science, technology, and foreign languages are essential—as are cre-
ative problem-solving skills and civic awareness. Across America, 
and especially in underserved communities, it is essential that neces-
sary resources accompany these enhanced standards to fuel success-
ful implementation. 

 – Make structural changes to provide students with good choices. States 
and districts should stop locking disadvantaged students into failing 
schools without any options; this is bad for the students and bad for 
the United States as a whole. Enhanced choice and competition, in an 
environment of equitable resource allocation, will fuel the innovation 
necessary to transform results. 

 – Launch a “national security readiness audit” to hold schools and poli-
cymakers accountable for results and to raise public awareness. There 
should be a coordinated, national effort to assess whether students 
are learning the skills and knowledge necessary to safeguard Ameri-
ca’s future security and prosperity. The results should be publicized 
to engage the American people in addressing problems and building 
on successes. 

The Task Force believes that the United States’ most foundational 
strengths are its liberty, democracy, capitalism, equality of opportu-
nity, and unique ability to generate innovation. Without a wide base of 
educated and capable citizens, these strengths will fade, and the United 
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States will lose its leading standing in the world. Urgent shifts in educa-
tion policy are necessary to help the country hold onto its status as an 
educational, economic, military, and diplomatic global leader. 
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Why is education a national security issue? The Task Force members 
believe America’s educational failures pose five distinct threats to 
national security: threats to economic growth and competitiveness, 
U.S. physical safety, intellectual property, U.S. global awareness, and 
U.S. unity and cohesion. The Task Force does not deny America’s 
military might, but military might is no longer sufficient to guarantee 
security. Rather, national security today is closely linked with human 
capital, and the human capital of a nation is as strong or as weak as its 
public schools.

econom ic ProsPer i T y and 
i n TernaT ional comPeT i T i vene ss

The U.S. education system is not adequately preparing Americans to 
meet the demands of the global workforce. 

When the U.S. government first measured educational attainment 
in 1947, only about half of Americans graduated from high school, com-
pared to about 75 percent today.6 In the mid-twentieth century, it was 
possible to build a meaningful career without completing high school. 
Today, this is not the case: the gaps in income and achievement between 
those with and those without college degrees are large and growing (see 
Figure 1), as are the educational opportunities available to the children 
of parents with and without education.7 

Economists and employers predict that in the coming years, a grow-
ing number of U.S. citizens will face unemployment because of dispari-
ties between the workforce’s education and skills and those needed by 
employers. Nobel Prize–winning economist Michael Spence recently 
explained that globalization is causing “growing disparities in income 

The Education Crisis Is  
a National Security Crisis
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and employment across the U.S. economy, with highly educated work-
ers enjoying more opportunities and workers with less education facing 
declining employment prospects and stagnant incomes.”8

International competition and the globalization of labor markets and 
trade require much higher education and skills if Americans are to keep 
pace. Poorly educated and semi-skilled Americans cannot expect to 
effectively compete for jobs against fellow U.S. citizens or global peers, 
and are left unable to fully participate in and contribute to society. This 
is particularly true as educational attainment and skills advance rapidly 
in emerging nations. 

A highly educated workforce increases economic productivity and 
growth. This growth is necessary to finance everything else that makes 
the United States a desired place to live and a model for other countries.

The opportunity of obtaining a top-rate education has historically 
attracted many immigrants to the United States from around the world. 
In turn, immigrant populations have contributed greatly to economic 
and social development in the United States. As a 2009 CFR-sponsored 

FIGURE 1 .  MEDIAN ANNUAL E ARN I NGS (I N CONSTAN T 2009 
DOLLAR S)

Source: “The Condition of Education: Learner Outcomes” (Washington, DC: National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, 2010), table A-17-1, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/tables/table-er2-1.asp.
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Independent Task Force report on U.S. Immigration Policy noted, “One 
of the central reasons the United States achieved and has been able to 
retain its position of global leadership is that it is constantly replenish-
ing its pool of talent, not just with the ablest and hardest working from 
inside its borders, but with the best from around the world.” 

Too many schools have failed to provide young citizens with the 
tools they need to contribute to U.S. competitiveness. This, coupled 
with an immigration system in need of reform, poses real threats to the 
prospects of citizens, constrains the growth of the U.S. talent pool, and 
limits innovation and economic competitiveness. 

T he coun Try’ s Physical saFeT y

The U.S. educational system is not adequately preparing its citizens to 
protect America or its national interests. 

To protect national security, the United States needs to maintain a 
robust military; yet currently, by the Department of Defense’s mea-
sures, 75 percent of American young people are not qualified to join 
the armed services because of a failure to graduate from high school, 
physical obstacles (such as obesity), or criminal records.9 Schools are 
not directly responsible for obesity and crime, but the lack of academic 
preparation is troubling: among recent high school graduates who are 
eligible to apply, 30 percent score too low on the Armed Services Voca-
tional Aptitude Battery to be recruited.10 The military aims to recruit 
high school graduates who score high on the aptitude battery because 
graduating from high school and performing well on the battery, which 
assesses students’ verbal, math, science, and technical knowledge, pre-
dict whether recruits will succeed in the service.11 

As with other measures of U.S. preparedness, there is a large racial 
achievement gap on the Armed Services Vocational Battery: one study 
found that African-American applicants are twice as likely to test 
ineligible on the battery as white applicants.12 Similarly, 66 percent of 
applicants, including 86 percent of African-American applicants and 
79 percent of Hispanic applicants, do not score well enough on the Gen-
eral Technical Exam to qualify for the U.S. Special Forces.13

U.S. schools are also failing to prepare enough scientists, mathemati-
cians, and engineers to staff the military, intelligence agencies, and other 
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government-run national security offices, as well as the aerospace and 
defense industries. Today, less than a third of American students gradu-
ate with a first university degree in any science or engineering field. More 
than half of these students have studied social or behavioral sciences; 
only 4.5 percent of U.S. college students, overall, graduate with degrees 
in engineering. In China, by comparison, more than half of college stu-
dents receive their first university degree in science or engineering. Six 
percent study social and behavioral sciences, and 33 percent graduate 
with a degree in engineering.14 At the graduate level in the United States, 
about one-third of science and engineering students are foreign nation-
als.15 Foreign students earn 57 percent of engineering doctorates in the 
United States, 54 percent of computer science degrees, and 51 percent of 
physics doctoral degrees.16 Only a minority of these students can obtain 
visas to remain in the United States after graduation. Fewer still are eli-
gible for the U.S. security clearances needed to work in many defense-
sector jobs. 

These factors make it harder for defense-related employers, both 
governmental and private sector, to find qualified candidates, leaving 
jobs unfilled. The shortage of skilled human capital both inflates per-
sonnel costs and strains the military’s ability to develop and deploy 
technologies that can deter sophisticated adversaries. 

Educational deficiencies put defense and intelligence agencies under 
unnecessary pressure. Here are two real-world examples:

 – Many U.S. generals caution that too many new enlistees cannot read 
training manuals for technologically sophisticated equipment. A 
former head of the Army’s Training and Doctrine Command said 
that the lack of fully qualified young people was “an imminent and 
menacing threat to our national security.”17 

 – An after-action report from a U.S. military intelligence headquar-
ters in Iraq found that, of a staff of 250, only “four or five person-
nel were capable analysts with an aptitude to put pieces together 
to form a conclusion.” The report continued, “In general, neither 
enlisted nor officer personnel were adequately trained to be effec-
tive analysts in a COIN (counterinsurgency) environment.”18 This 
deficiency means the national security community must pay more 
to attract qualified candidates or devote scarce resources to reme-
dial training. 
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classi Fi ed i nFormaT ion  
and i n TellecTual ProPerT y

Cyber espionage against government and business information sys-
tems is a troubling reality and an increasing threat.19 The United States’ 
adversaries are actively trying to infiltrate government and corporate 
networks to obtain valuable commercial and security data and infor-
mation. The director of National Intelligence (DNI) reported recently 
that the volume of malicious software tripled between 2009 and early 
2011. 

In testimony before the House Committee on Energy and Com-
merce’s subcommittee on oversight and investigations, then director of 
information security issues for the Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) Gregory Wilshusen said that criminals, hackers, disgruntled 
employees, hostile nations, and terrorists all pose real threats. He said, 
“the threats to information systems are evolving and growing, and sys-
tems supporting our nation’s critical infrastructure are not sufficiently 
protected to consistently thwart the threats.”20

The United States is arguably unprepared to mount a strong defense 
against this type of attack, partly because there are not enough people 
with the kind of technological expertise needed to do so. The chief infor-
mation security officer at one of America’s largest defense contracting 
firms told the Task Force in an interview, “The biggest challenge is the 
lack of qualified information security professionals. Without the right 
people, more technology will not do much good.”21 

u.s .  Global awarene ss

The lack of language skills and civic and global awareness among Amer-
ican citizens increasingly jeopardizes their ability to interact with local 
and global peers or participate meaningfully in business, diplomatic, 
and military situations. 

The United States is not producing enough foreign-language speak-
ers to staff important posts in the U.S. Foreign Service, the intelli-
gence community, and American companies. A GAO report found 
that the State Department faces “foreign language shortfalls in areas 
of strategic interest.”22 In Afghanistan, the report found, thirty-three 
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of forty-five officers in language-designated positions did not meet the 
State Department’s language requirements. In Iraq, eight of fourteen 
officers did not have the necessary skills. Shortages in such languages as 
Dari, Korean, Russian, Turkish, Chinese languages, and others are sub-
stantial.23 This leaves the United States crippled in its ability to commu-
nicate effectively with others in diplomatic, military, intelligence, and 
business contexts. 

Too many Americans are also deficient in both global awareness and 
knowledge of their own country’s history and values. An understanding 
of history, politics, culture, and traditions is important to citizenship 
and is essential for understanding America’s allies and its adversaries.

A failure to learn about global cultures has serious consequences: a 
recent report by the U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral 
and Social Sciences asserted that “cultural learning” and “cultural 
agility” are critical skills in the military.24 What the authors call cross-
cultural competence allows soldiers to correctly read and assess situa-
tions they encounter. It also gives them the tools they need to respond 
effectively and in line with the norms of the local culture. Finally, it helps 
them anticipate and respond to resistances or challenges that arise. 

“Our forces must have the ability to effectively communicate with 
and understand the cultures of coalition forces, international partners, 
and local populations,” U.S. secretary of defense Leon Panetta wrote in 
an August 2011 memo. “[The Department of Defense] has made prog-
ress in establishing a foundation for these capabilities, but we need to do 
more to meet current and future demands.”25

T he un i Ted sTaTe s’  sense  
oF un i T y and cohe sion

In a broader sense, the growing gap between the educated and the 
undereducated is creating a widening chasm that divides Americans 
and has the potential to tear at the fabric of society. As problems within 
the American education system have worsened, mobility that was pos-
sible in previous generations has waned. For the first time, most Ameri-
cans think it is unlikely that today’s youth will have a better life than 
their parents.26 With wider income inequality and an increase in pov-
erty, young people born to poor parents are now less likely to perform 
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well in school and graduate from college than their better-off peers, and 
they are increasingly less likely to rise out of poverty.27 

This trend not only causes the American Dream to appear out of 
reach to more citizens but also breeds isolationism and fear. The Task 
Force fears that this trend could cause the United States to turn inward 
and become less capable of being a stabilizing force in the world, which 
it has been since the mid-twentieth century. 

In short, unequal educational opportunities and the resulting achieve-
ment gap have a direct impact on national security. Large, underedu-
cated swaths of the population damage the ability of the United States 
to physically defend itself, protect its secure information, conduct 
diplomacy, and grow its economy. The unrelenting gap separating peers 
from peers also renders the American Dream off limits to many young 
people. Task Force members fear this inequality may have a long-term 
effect on U.S. culture and civil society. 
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The Task Force believes that a strong K-12 education is not only criti-
cal for individuals to succeed in life, but also fundamental in determin-
ing whether the United States can defend itself, project its power, and 
thrive in a global economic environment. 

Task Force members consider certain, specific skills essential to U.S. 
security and are adamant that all young citizens need a strong academic 
foundation in literacy and numeracy, as well as a sense of global aware-
ness and a strong understanding of their nation’s democratic values and 
practices. Thus, the Task Force worked to understand how well the K-12 
system is preparing young Americans to be ready to help promote tech-
nological advancement, innovation, and economic, military, and diplo-
matic strength.

where is amer ica i n Terms  
oF ach i e vemen T and i nve sTmen T?

The United States has many excellent elementary and secondary 
schools, but, on the whole, too many schools are falling short in achiev-
ing their basic objectives: 

 – They are not adequately preparing students for citizenship. 

 – They are not equipping the majority of students to effectively partici-
pate in an increasingly fast-paced and interdependent global society. 

 – They are not producing a sufficiently skilled military or workforce. 

Too often, resources and expertise are not distributed equitably, 
leaving the students who face the greatest academic hurdles with 
fewer resources and more underprepared teachers and principals. 
Many American students—urban and suburban, rich and poor, black 

The State of Education  
in the United States Today
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and white—suffer because of inadequate schooling, but the problems 
in American education are hurting minority and economically disad-
vantaged students the most. As a result, U.S. students have not been 
adequately competing with students in other developed countries. 

The long-term trends in education are all the more disappoint-
ing because policymakers over the past three decades have been 
increasingly aware of the K-12 problems, have poured more and more 
resources into education, and have implemented scores of initiatives 
and programs intended to improve educational attainment. Selective 
improvements, innovations, and breakthrough transformations are 
not in question, but these advances have been overwhelmed by a “silver 
bullet” mentality of reform, a failure to follow through on implementa-
tion, and the ingrained and persistent weaknesses in U.S. elementary 
and secondary schools. 

Necessary skills for commuNity  
aNd iNterNatioNal eNgagemeNt

One of the earliest goals of the first public schools was to create an active 
and engaged citizenry. Too many U.S. public schools have stopped 
teaching civics and citizenship—leaving students without knowledge 
of their own national history, traditions, and values. Schools have also 
largely failed to help students become aware of other cultures or the 
world. This leaves students unprepared to exercise basic rights or fulfill 
core responsibilities. 

In civics, about a quarter of American students are proficient or 
better on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).28 
This leaves most twelfth graders unable to describe how laws are passed, 
unfamiliar with landmark Supreme Court decisions, and unsure of the 
functions of the U.S. Constitution or the Bill of Rights (Figure 2).29

Not only do American children know little about their own country, 
they also cannot understand or communicate with their global peers. 
Largely as a result of immigration, nearly four hundred languages 
are spoken within the United States.30 However, roughly eight in ten 
Americans speak only English, and a decreasing number of schools are 
teaching foreign languages.31 This failure to teach foreign languages 
(and a parallel failure to take advantage of the native language skills of 
immigrants) disadvantages Americans with respect to citizens of other 
countries, many of whom speak more than one language. For example, 
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more than 35 percent of Canadians and 56 percent of Europeans speak 
more than one language.32 

The Task Force does not necessarily believe that every U.S. student 
should be reading Chinese; indeed, too many are not reading English 
well enough. However, the group is troubled by the language deficit, 
and fears that it will prevent U.S. citizens from participating and com-
peting meaningfully, whether in business or diplomatic situations. It 
will also have a negative impact on government agencies and corpora-
tions attempting to hire people knowledgeable about other countries or 
fluent in foreign languages. 

readiNg, math, aNd scieNce

Students who score “basic” on the NAEP have achieved only “partial 
mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills.” Students who score “pro-
ficient” have “demonstrated competency” over the knowledge and skills 
tested.33 According to these nationally established cut points, about 
one-third of U.S. elementary and middle school students are demon-
strating competency (or better) on national reading, math, and science 

FIGURE 2 .  2010 NAEP CI VICS PERFORMANCE OF FOURT H AND 
EIGHT H GRADER S

Source: “The Nation’s Report Card: Civics 2010” (Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statis-
tics, 2010), http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/main2010/2011466.pdf.

Civics: Fourth Grade Civics: Eighth Grade

23% Below Basic 28% Below Basic

50% Basic 50% Basic

25% Proficient 21% Proficient

2% Advanced 1% Advanced
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exams (Figure 3).34 This means that far too few students will be prepared 
to succeed in college or the workforce. Many students are growing up 
deficient in vital math skills, including knowledge of number properties 
and operations, measurement, geometry, data analysis, statistics, prob-
ability, and algebra.35 They cannot recall, interpret, critique, or evaluate 
texts. They are unable to identify or use scientific principles in physical, 
life, or earth and space sciences, and they have failed to grasp science 
essentials such as the scientific method and inquiry-based learning.36 

There have been some recent gains in math achievement at the ele-
mentary and middle school levels, but reading performance has been 
persistently flat. Despite recent advances, the average level of achieve-
ment among U.S. students has been problematically low for a long time, 
as demonstrated in Figure 4.

Low averages obscure deep and persistent resource and achieve-
ment gaps that separate poor students from rich students and black 
and Hispanic students from white and Asian students. These gaps have 
remained too wide, despite efforts and additional resources directed at 
helping students catch up.37

Gaps also separate U.S. states from one another, some routinely 
out-educating others. In almost any assessment of performance—
math, reading, science, or the number of students graduating from high 
school on time—the map of the United States consistently shows the 
same pattern of over- and under-performance (Figure 5).38 This means 
that students growing up in California or Nevada, for example, cannot 
expect the same quality of education as their counterparts in Massachu-
setts or Montana. 

The differences in educational standards and opportunities across the 
United States put students who were simply born in the “wrong” neigh-
borhood or state at a significant disadvantage, and leaves those states—
and, by extension, the country—at a disadvantage.39 The Task Force 
acknowledges concerns about the proper role of the federal government 
in K-12 education. The system garners considerable strength from the 
primary role of states and localities. But clearly there cannot be different 
standards and expectations for students or educators in today’s world of 
labor and geographic mobility. The United States is a single country and 
every child here must have an equal chance at excellence.

Beyond the danger of creating massive disparity in educational 
attainment, these differences between districts and between states have 
another troubling effect: students who move frequently—such as the 
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FIGURE 3 .  STUDEN T RE SULTS I N RE ADI NG, MAT H , AND SCI ENCE

Source: “The Nation’s Report Card,” National Results, Achievement Levels, http://nationsreportcard.gov.

Reading: Fourth Grade (2011) Reading: Eighth Grade (2011)

33% Below Basic 24% Below Basic

33% Basic 42% Basic

26% Proficient 31% Proficient

8% Advanced 3% Advanced

Math: Fourth Grade (2011) Math: Eighth Grade (2011)

18% Below Basic 27% Below Basic

42% Basic 38% Basic

33% Proficient 27% Proficient

7% Advanced 8% Advanced
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FIGURE 3 .  (continued)

Science: Fourth Grade (2009) Science: Eighth Grade (2009)

28% Below Basic 37% Below Basic

38% Basic 33% Basic

33% Proficient 28% Proficient

1% Advanced 2% Advanced
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Source: Bobby D. Rampey, Gloria S. Dion, and Patricia L. Donahue, “The Nation’s Report Card: Trends in 
Academic Progress in Reading and Mathematics” (Washington, DC: National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, 2009), http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/main2008/2009479.asp.

FIGURE 4 .  TREND I N NAEP MAT HEMAT ICS AND RE ADI NG 
AVERAGE SCORE S FOR N I NE - AND T H I RTEEN -YE AR-OLD 
STUDEN TS
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more than one million children of military families—cannot expect 
to pick up at new schools where they left off.40 This is a recruiting and 
retention problem for the armed services: the parents of school-age chil-
dren will be hesitant to serve if their children’s education will be at risk. 
This problem must be addressed.41 It is worth noting that schools run 
by the Department of Defense outperform other schools, especially for 
minority students. However, these schools currently serve only 8 per-
cent of the military-connected children in the United States.42

graduatioN rates

Not surprisingly, the challenges that students confront in the early 
grades persist when they enter high school: they are unprepared, they 
struggle in their courses, and they begin skipping school. This pattern 
often precedes dropping out of high school.43 Nationwide, about 75 
percent of U.S. students graduate from high school in four years.44 As 
with results in core academic subjects, achievement gaps in the gradu-
ation rate are wide.45 States’ graduation standards—as well as states’ 
success in graduating students—also vary widely (Figure 6).46 

Evidence is mounting that K-12 schools are not adequately prepar-
ing students who do graduate from high school for college or work. 
Estimates of college readiness of U.S. high school graduates are dis-
quieting. One recent report by the ACT, the not-for-profit testing orga-
nization, found that only 22 percent of tested high school students in 
the United States met “college-ready” standards in English, mathemat-
ics, reading, and science.47 The same study found that only 3 percent 
of African-American students met these standards.48 Even among 
those headed to college, only 43 percent met college-ready standards.49 
According to the Department of Education, 42 percent of students at 
two-year colleges and 39 percent of those at four-year colleges need to 
take remedial courses to attempt to relearn what they failed to master 
in high school.50

A lack of preparation in the K-12 system matters: colleges typically 
cannot make up for what students fail to learn at the secondary level. 
Evidence is increasing that students who require remedial classes in col-
lege tend to struggle and drop out. One government study found that 
students who enroll in a remedial reading course are more than 41 per-
cent more likely than their counterparts to eventually drop out.51
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FIGURE 6 .  STATE S’  PUBLIC H IGH SCHOOL GRADUAT ION RATE S 
(2008–2009) 

Source: Chris Chapman, Jennifer Laird, Nicole Ifill, and Angelina KewalRamani, “Trends in High School 
Dropout and Completion Rates in the United States: 1972–2009,” IES 2012-006 (Washington, DC: 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2012), table 12, http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012006.pdf.
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Failing to complete high school has a range of frightening conse-
quences for students and society: dropouts are more likely to be unem-
ployed, live in poverty, and end up in jail. They earn about $20,000 less 
annually than graduates.52 Dropouts are about three times as likely to 
be unemployed as college graduates and three times as likely to live in 
poverty as those who enroll in college.53 Nearly one in ten male high 
school dropouts is in jail or juvenile detention, compared with less than 
three in one hundred high school graduates and less than two in one 
thousand college graduates.54 These statistics represent real people—
millions of people who leave school each year with limited prospects 
and limited ability to contribute to society, and who too often become 
burdens to the country.55

u.s. PerformaNce versus 
iNterNatioNal PerformaNce

As the United States struggles to educate its youngest citizens, educa-
tional systems around the globe are steadily improving. 

According to the results of the 2009 Program for International Stu-
dent Assessment (PISA), an international assessment that measures the 
performance of fifteen-year-olds in reading, mathematics, and science 
every three years, U.S. students rank fourteenth in reading, twenty-
fifth in math, and seventeenth in science among students in industrial 
countries.56 The results of the test, administered by the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), show that since 
the exam was first administered in 1999, some European and Asian 
students have academically surpassed students in the United States.57 
For example, Germany, Luxembourg, and Hungary were behind the 
United States in math on the 2000 PISA exam. In 2009, however, each 
outperformed the United States.58 

In 2009, when students in Shanghai, China, took the PISA for the 
first time, they outscored the average U.S. student in reading, math, and 
science.59 This might not be an apples-to-apples comparison, but U.S. 
secretary of education Arne Duncan called the results “a wake-up call.” 
He added, “I know skeptics will want to argue with the results, but we 
consider them to be accurate and reliable, and we have to see them as 
a challenge to get better. . . . We can quibble, or we can face the brutal 
truth that we’re being out-educated.”60 

The results of international exams do not show merely that the aver-
age U.S. student is falling behind; they also show that the top students 
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 reading math science

 scale  scale   scale 
 score  score   score 
 (2009   (2009  (2009 
country Pisa) country Pisa) country Pisa)

Republic of Korea 539 Republic of Korea 546 Finland 554
Finland 536 Finland 541 Japan 539
Canada 524 Switzerland 534 Republic of Korea 538
New Zealand 521 Japan 529 New Zealand 532
Japan 520 Canada 527 Canada 529
Australia 515 Netherlands 526 Estonia 528
Netherlands 508 New Zealand 519 Australia 527
Belgium 506 Belgium 515 Netherlands 522
Norway 503 Australia 514 Germany 520
Switzerland 501 Germany 513 Switzerland 517
Estonia 501 Estonia 512 United Kingdom 514
Iceland 500 Iceland 507 Slovenia 512
Poland 500 Denmark 503 Poland 508
United States 500 Slovenia 501 Ireland 508
Germany 497 Norway 498 Belgium 507
Sweden 497 France 497 Hungary 503
France 496 Slovak Republic 497 United States 502
Ireland 496 Austria 496 Norway 500
Denmark 495 Poland 495 Czech Republic 500
United Kingdom 494 Sweden 494 Denmark 499
Hungary 494 Czech Republic 493 France 498
Portugal 489 United Kingdom 492 Iceland 496
Italy 486 Hungary 490 Sweden 495
Slovenia 483 Luxembourg 489 Austria 494
Greece 483 United States 487 Portugal 493
Spain 481 Ireland 487 Slovak Republic 490
Czech Republic 478 Portugal 487 Italy 489
Slovak Republic 477 Italy 483 Spain 488
Israel 474 Spain 483 Luxembourg 484
Luxembourg 472 Greece 466 Greece 470
Austria 470 Israel 447 Israel 455
Turkey 464 Turkey 445 Turkey 454
Chile 449 Chile 421 Chile 447
Mexico 425 Mexico 419 Mexico 416

FIGURE 7 .  2009 PISA OECD COUN TRY RE SULTS

Source: “Highlights from PISA 2009,” NCES 2011-004 (Washington, DC: National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2010), http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2011/2011004.pdf.
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in the United States would not be considered top students elsewhere in 
the world, particularly in mathematics. One recent report found that 
thirty countries have a higher percentage of advanced math students 
than the United States does. Only 6 percent of American students are 
advanced, against at least 20 percent in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Korea, 
and Finland.61 Another study found that even the top-performing 
U.S. state, Massachusetts, is not at the top of the international pack in 
math.62 Yet another found that students in wealthy U.S. public school 
districts would score in only about the fiftieth percentile in math rela-
tive to students in other developed nations. “If the city were Singapore,” 
the report found, “the average student in Beverly Hills would only be at 
the thirty-fourth percentile in math performance.”63

College attainment is another way to assess U.S. educational perfor-
mance relative to other nations over time. This is relevant for an analysis 
of the K-12 system because success in college is an extension of prior aca-
demic success at the primary and secondary levels. For decades, about 40 
percent of Americans have graduated from two- or four-year colleges. 
This level used to be the highest in the world, but is no longer.64 The U.S. 
slippage in international rankings is best illustrated by examining college 
attainment by age cohort, as shown in the following series of charts.

In 2008, the percentage of Americans between the ages of fifty-five 
and sixty-four with a college degree was the largest percentage of any 
developed nation in that age cohort, according to the OECD (Figure 
8). However, among those in the forty-five to fifty-four age cohort, the 
United States ranked third globally in 2008 (Figure 9).

For the youngest cohort measured, the international ranking is now 
tenth, as shown in Figure 10. These charts reflect the lack of progress 
in educational attainment in the United States as other countries are 
changing their practices and policies, making significant gains in the 
percentage of their citizens who graduate from college.

Some analysts blame the U.S. educational weakness on diversity, 
poverty, and governance. Although these factors may affect individual 
students or schools, an analysis from the OECD finds that they do not 
explain the poor U.S. international ranking. “The United States is not 
unique, at least not demographically or socio-economically,” the report 
found.65 It also held that many other countries have the same degree of 
diversity as the United States, but that socioeconomic disadvantages in 
the United States are more closely linked with poor academic perfor-
mance than in other countries. Rates of childhood poverty are lower 
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Source: Thomas D. Snyder and Sally A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics, 2010, NCES 2011-015 (Wash-
ington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), table 421, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/
d10/tables/dt10_421.asp.
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Source: Snyder and Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics, 2010.
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FIGURE 10.  COLLEGE AT TAI NMEN T OF AMER ICANS AGE S 
T WEN T Y-FI VE TO T H I RT Y-FOUR
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in many high-achieving countries.66 However, even privileged U.S. stu-
dents are trailing in international comparisons in math achievement. 
For example, only 8 percent of white students and 10 percent of those 
whose parents went to college are advanced in math.67 Overall, U.S. edu-
cational outcomes are unacceptably low. The United States has known 
for a generation that its K-12 system is slipping, but reform efforts have 
not made a major impact, and the United States is continuing to under-
prepare its young people. It is essential that all Americans—even those 
in relatively high-performing school districts—acknowledge this trend 
and take steps to address it. 

iNvestmeNts iN educatioN

As student progress has stagnated, the United States has invested pro-
gressively more in education.68 In the 1960–61 school year, per-pupil 
spending was less than $3,000 in 2008 dollars. In the 2007–2008 school 
year, per-pupil spending was $10,441, more than three times the earlier 
figure.69 (These numbers do not include the costs of the dramatically 
mounting prices of pensions and other postretirement benefits for 
teachers and other staff members.) 

This increased spending has fueled growth in the education bureau-
cracy, growth of school-level programs and practices, and growth in 
the teacher workforce. The number of teachers in the United States 
has more than tripled since the 1950s, cutting the student-teacher ratio 
nearly in half.70 Some argue that the resulting class size reduction has 
benefited students, but many maintain that it has cost a great deal rela-
tive to its positive impact on student learning. Some of the additional 
spending on teachers is due to the growing costs of special education, 
but this does not explain all of the growth. According to the Depart-
ment of Education, only about 20 percent of the teacher increase is due 
to the increase in special education teachers.71

The tripling in inflation-adjusted spending per student suggests a 
misallocation of resources and a lack of productivity-enhancing inno-
vations. Per-pupil investment in education in other countries, includ-
ing in some that are now outperforming the United States, is below 
the U.S. level. Finland’s spending per student at the elementary level is 
about 30 percent less than that of the United States. Germany’s is 40 
percent less, Poland’s 51 percent less. These trends are similar at the 
secondary level.72
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Recent studies that have inspected the connection between invest-
ments  in  education  and  student  outcomes  have  found  that  while 
U.S. schools are spending more overall, the big picture is compli-
cated. There are large differences in the levels of funding allocated 
to schools. This means that the resources dedicated to educating a 
student are different from school to school, district to district, and 
state to state. Unlike some of its high-performing peers, the United 
States spends less to educate needy students than it does to educate 
well-off students. The United States also fails to track how efficiently 
and effectively it is employing its educational resources. One recent 
study found that “low productivity” in educational spending costs 
the United States $175 billion a year, 1 percent of the gross domestic 
product (GDP).73 Further, the study found that unless there were new 
checks on the effectiveness of school spending, more spending would 
not necessarily improve student outcomes.74 Given the magnitude of 
the challenge and past national investments at times of national secu-
rity crises—from World War II to the terrorist attacks of September 
11—increased spending on education may well be justifiable. However, 
more money alone is not the answer; education dollars must be spent 
wisely and efficiently, with real attention paid to eliminating waste 
and allocating scarce dollars to the work that has the largest impact 
on student learning. Resources are too often allocated to schools and 
students who will not benefit from them at the expense of students 
who desperately need them. Frequently, it also seems that resources 
are allocated without sufficient scrutiny over what dollars are buying. 
Thus, the Task Force calls for greater accountability and transparency 
in education budgets.

how are u.s .  Public school s orGan i zed? 

The existing systems and structures of education in the United States 
are laden with bureaucracy and inefficiencies. While there have been 
efforts to promote reform, many are too short-lived to engender wide-
spread improvements, and successful innovations in one school too 
rarely spur change in other schools. Over the years, repeated efforts 
to improve the system have been constrained by the inflexibility of the 
system and by the expectations of adults, who, over the course of recent 
decades, have grown accustomed to the status quo. 
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structure

U.S. elementary and secondary schools are not organized to promote 
competition, choice, and innovation—the factors that catalyze success 
in other U.S. sectors. Many institutions have overlapping authority over 
public elementary and secondary schools: the federal and all fifty state 
departments of education, more than thirteen thousand local school 
boards, and a smattering of big-city mayors. This tradition of decentral-
ized control traces back to the Tenth Amendment, which declares that 
“the powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor 
prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively or 
to the people.”

Although certain laws and funding streams—such as those control-
ling special education, English language learners, and programs gov-
erning national accountability standards—emanate from Washington, 
most school governance is considered a state or local matter. In practice, 
three layers of government, as well as a range of nongovernmental influ-
ences such as unions, community groups, and parent organizations, 
play a role in almost everything that happens in each school.

“It is time to admit that public education operates like a planned 
economy,” the legendary teachers’ union leader Albert Shanker said in 
1989. “It’s a bureaucratic system where everybody’s role is spelled out in 
advance, and there are few incentives for innovation and productivity. 
It’s no surprise when a school system does not improve. It more resem-
bles a Communist economy than our own market economy.”75

The system has rampant inequities: schools in richer neighborhoods 
are often better funded than schools in poorer neighborhoods. A recent 
analysis of educational economics found that because schools that serve 
needier students struggle to attract high-paid, experienced teachers, 
“Inside nearly every urban school district in the country, teachers are 
paid more to teach middle- or upper-class students than to teach high-
poverty students.”76 A recent OECD report found that though the 
United States is not unique in its population of poor or immigrant stu-
dents, it is one of only three developed countries that invest less in high-
needs schools than in well-off schools.77 

The relative level and proportion of federal, state, and local dollars 
spent on education varies widely in a given school district, depending 
somewhat on local priorities, but mostly on local wealth, luck, and legacy. 
In Louisiana, for example, nearly 17 percent of education funds come 
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from the federal government, versus only 4 percent in New Jersey.78 But 
because the state and local governments of New Jersey invest more in 
education than those of Louisiana do, the per-pupil expenditure in New 
Jersey is nearly 60 percent more than that in Louisiana.79

The wide variation in spending does not stop at the state or district 
level. Within a district, individual schools can receive different levels of 
resources than other schools that serve similar student populations.80 
Not surprisingly, this variation in funding means that some schools can 
provide students with more services and better-paid, more experienced 
teachers than others. 

lack of iNNovatioN

Innovation is widely understood to be the engine that keeps America 
running—and the factor that has led to its success over the centuries. 

In science, technology, retail, the arts, energy, and other sectors of 
the U.S. economy, it is easy to find examples of dynamic innovation: the 
light bulb, the Model T, Broadway musicals, Disney, jazz, the polio vac-
cine, Wal-Mart, the personal computer, the Internet, Starbucks, eBay, 
Netflix, Google, the Human Genome Project, the iPod, Facebook, and 
many others. Entrepreneurs around the world use and emulate these 
and other successful American models. 

In education, it is hard to point to examples of successful and sweep-
ing innovations that have changed the way schools are structured, the 
way teachers teach, and the way students learn. Given the innovation 
deficit in the public school system, it is perhaps not surprising that 
approximately 0.2 percent of U.S. K-12 educational spending is on 
research and development (R&D).81 This is dramatically lower than 
that of the military or of virtually any private company. Overall, R&D 
spending constitutes 2.82 percent of the U.S. GDP.82

Of course, there have been some changes in recent years, but unfor-
tunately the changes have not often had a dramatic impact on student 
outcomes. For example, by 2008, all public schools in the United States 
had at least one instructional computer with Internet access; the ratio 
of students to computers was about three to one. More than 90 per-
cent also had projectors and digital cameras for instructional use, and 
more than 70 percent had interactive whiteboards.83 It seems clear that 
technology has the power to help students learn in new ways, to assess 
more rigorously how much students are learning, and to help teachers 
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tailor instruction to students’ individual learning needs. But technol-
ogy is largely still being used to advance old-style teaching and learn-
ing with old-fashioned uses of human capital. That is, computers and 
digital technology have thus far not been used innovatively to change 
the way the United States educates its students, but instead simply to 
reinforce past practices. 

humaN caPital

About 80 percent of resources in education fund human capital—teach-
ers, principals, and administrators—but these resources are arguably not 
allocated as wisely as possible.84 For example, educators are routinely 
treated uniformly, as if the most and the least effective are identical in 
value. In New York City, for example, a teacher with ten years of experi-
ence who has earned a master’s degree earns $75,937 a year regardless of 
performance and regardless of whether he or she is teaching math, sci-
ence, or physical education.85 Though there are political debates about 
how to properly train and compensate teachers, it seems clear that the 
United States is failing to effectively attract, train, develop, and retain 
and adequately compensate educators. The reluctance to embrace new 
ideas in human capital management—such as teacher performance 
incentives—places high costs on the educational system, dampens inno-
vation, and increases the turnover rate among the best educators. In the 
end, students are the biggest losers, but teachers suffer as well. 

Teachers’ and principals’ importance is both intuitively obvious and 
proven by countless studies and reports.86 Because educators can have 
such a profound impact, ensuring that students have the best possible 
teachers and principals should be a top priority. Unfortunately, evi-
dence is abundant that the United States does not do enough to make 
sure that schools are stocked with top-notch educators. As a result, 
unqualified teachers are teaching too many students. Explanations for 
this troubling shortage of highly skilled educators are numerous:

 – Education is not seen as a prestigious profession.87 In surveys, college 
students say teaching is less prestigious, less of a challenge, and has 
fewer high-quality coworkers than other fields. 

 – The United States is recruiting most of its teachers from the bottom 
two-thirds of college classes, whereas top-performing countries are 
pulling from the top third.88

The State of Education in the United States Today
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 – Well-educated women have more career options today and are not as 
likely to go into teaching as they were in past decades.89 

 – The United States is not doing a good enough job of training new 
teachers for the job or professionally developing them once they are 
hired. Most states and districts also fail to provide teachers with any 
performance-based incentives. 

 – Most U.S. school districts grant tenure to teachers and principals 
after a few years with little attention to quality. Only a tiny propor-
tion of new teachers are asked to leave in the first few “probationary” 
years.90 Tenure exists in many other countries with higher-performing 
schools, but, coupled with the training and pipeline problems, poses 
real problems in the United States. 

The U.S. approach to teacher talent differs from that of other countries 
with more success in attracting and retaining high-performing teachers. 
It sets the bar lower for people to enter the profession and then invests 
less in teachers, starting with their training and continuing throughout 
their careers. For example, in South Korea, teaching is seen as an impor-
tant and honorable career: teachers are selected from the top 5 percent of 
students to be trained in competitive training universities, and their pay 
is similar to that of doctors and engineers (and they typically teach larger 
classes of students than American teachers).91 In Finland, another high-
performing country, teachers are paid similarly to U.S. teachers, but, as in 
South Korea, the selection and training process is rigorous.92 

Trends exist in top-performing countries. According to the OECD, 
these countries have adopted the following important human capital 
strategies:93

 – Change the pipeline of people coming into the profession by raising 
entrance standards to teacher training schools.

 – Improve the quality of teacher training so that trainees master the sub-
jects they will teach, spend more time in clinical settings, and learn 
how to quickly diagnose and address students’ problems.

 – Improve teacher quality once teachers are in classrooms, through mentor-
ship and sharing of best practices and constant feedback from peers.

Given the clear significance of teachers on student outcomes, it is 
imperative that schools and districts seriously rethink the teacher pipe-
line, training, development, and practice. Teachers work in individual 



35The State of Education in the United States Today

classrooms, but they collectively have a profound impact on the readi-
ness and character of the next generation. 

curren T P olici e s and reForm eFForTs 

NatioNal Policy

Concerns about poor educational performance have mounted in recent 
decades, leading to a series of high-profile reform efforts. In the late 
1980s, President George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton, then governor of 
Arkansas, held a National Education Summit, at which the fifty gov-
ernors aimed to agree on national education goals. The group adopted 
targets that it planned to meet by the year 2000; the goals included 
increasing the high school graduation rate to 90 percent, improving the 
quality of teachers, and making U.S. students first place worldwide in 
math and science. Unfortunately, the policies needed to achieve these 
goals were never put into place. 

Later, the Clinton administration enacted the Goals 2000: Educate 
America Act, which gave states support so that they could develop 
learning standards and help students achieve those standards. The 
George W. Bush administration subsequently worked with Democratic 
and Republican leaders in Congress to enact and implement No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB), which mandated stricter accountability and 
transparency in education. This marked the first time that states were 
required to measure student results and make them publicly available. 
When Congress did not agree to restructure and reauthorize NCLB, 
the Obama administration began granting NCLB waivers to states in 
exchange for their agreeing to education reform. The U.S. Department 
of Education emphasizes that to gain the flexibility the waivers provide, 
states must agree to raise standards, improve accountability, and make 
reforms to improve teacher effectiveness. 

The Obama administration is seeking to shift the federal role so 
that the Department of Education does more to support innovation in 
states, districts, and communities, using competitive funding to moti-
vate change. Some of the administration’s main initiatives are Race to 
the Top, the Investing in Innovation Fund (i3), and School Improvement 
Grants. Race to the Top is a national competition in which a $4.35 bil-
lion pool of federal funds is allocated to select states that design and 
implement reforms to one or more of the following activities: 
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 – adopting standards and assessments that prepare students for college 
and careers

 – building data systems that measure student growth and success and 
inform teachers and principals about how to improve instruction

 – recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective teachers 
and principals

 – turning around the lowest-achieving schools 

Race to the Top has pushed state and local education authorities to 
make some changes addressing accountability, choice, parent involve-
ment, and more. 

The federal government plays an important role in encouraging and 
rewarding positive change, but it is constrained in what it can do. In 
many cases, taking the brave steps required to transform the status quo 
is up to the states and individual school districts.

state-led chaNge effort: the commoN core 

For decades, each U.S. state and many cities set unique standards. The 
patchwork of learning standards and curricula is a prime example of the 
United States’ failure to provide a strong, uniform K-12 education to all 
children.

Recently, state governors wisely recognized that U.S. high school 
graduates were unprepared for the academic demands of college, and 
that educators needed to prepare today’s students to compete against 
people across the United States and around the globe. The governors, 
prodded by the “carrot” of increased funding provided by the Obama 
administration’s Race to the Top initiative, collaborated to create the 
Common Core State Standards, a set of shared math and literacy stan-
dards—based on assessments of needed skills and knowledge—that 
have now been adopted by all but five states.94 This extraordinary 
achievement is unprecedented in U.S. history. The standards are set 
to be rolled out in the 2014–2015 school year.

The Common Core is benchmarked to international standards and 
establishes a “staircase” of increasing complexity for elementary and 
secondary students. The hope is that, each year, students will build 
on what they have mastered in the previous year so that they graduate 
ready for college, careers, or military service. The Common Core is not 
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a prescribed curriculum, but rather a set of shared expectations for what 
students will learn and be able to do. It teaches fewer concepts in each 
grade but promotes a deeper mastery of the included topics—those that 
evidence shows matter most in preparing for college and careers. 

In literacy, the standards place a greater emphasis on students’ ability 
to read, understand, and summarize informational texts than previous 
state standards. In recent history, U.S. elementary students have spent 
most of their time reading narrative fiction. The new standards aim to 
build knowledge from an early age by requiring that 50 percent of stu-
dents’ time between kindergarten and the fifth grade be spent reading 
informational texts. In addition, the standards place a greater emphasis 
on evidence-based writing. From the sixth grade onward, the standards 
will require students to analyze sources and develop conclusions in 
their essays, as opposed to writing only narratives or personal opinion 
essays. The new standards require that 80 percent of what high school 
students produce be written with the intent “to write to inform and to 
write to argue.”

In mathematics, the standards replace an approach that has been 
wide but shallow. American students study more topics each year 
but master fewer mathematical concepts than their peers in high-
performing countries. The Common Core, in contrast, gives teachers 
more time to teach, and gives students the ability to practice more and 
learn in a rigorous way. 

A recent study that surveyed college instructors found that the 
Common Core standards are rigorous enough to give students the skills 
and knowledge they need to succeed in college-level math and English 
language arts (ELA) courses.95 However, questions remain about how 
the states will implement the standards. Some estimates find that teach-
ers will have to make major changes in their practices to meet the new 
standards. Costs are of course associated with training teachers and 
publishing new materials, and the initiative faces political challenges 
from those skeptical about educational consistency across states.

Nevertheless, if this initiative succeeds, it will be the first time in U.S. 
history that expectations for learning are commonly understood across 
the United States, and that all students in the country will have the hope 
of learning what they need to know to succeed in college and jobs on 
graduation from high school. It seems clear that in order for this effort 
to work, it is important to invest in implementation, not just in the stan-
dards themselves. The expectations for what students must learn under 
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the new Common Core are different from today’s curricula, and it will 
be important to help current educators learn how to align their prac-
tices with the new expectations. 

other imPortaNt receNt reform efforts

In individual cities and districts across America, other education reform 
efforts have been numerous, and they have had varying levels of success. 
The following section highlights select prominent reform efforts: 

improving the Quality of educators and leadership
Many recent efforts have worked to mold strong educational leader-
ship. Several states, along with some pioneering districts and universi-
ties, have created leadership development programs that have improved 
training and mentoring for school leaders and have demonstrated their 
ability to raise student achievement. In addition, many leadership devel-
opment efforts have also been generated outside government. For exam-
ple, the Broad Superintendents Academy works to train experienced 
leaders from business, education, military, government, and nonprofits 
to take charge of the United States’ large school districts. New Leaders 
for New Schools seeks to train the next generation of principals. 

Teach for America (TFA) sends thousands of the strongest graduates 
from America’s top universities to teach in some of the United States’ 
lowest-income communities for at least two years.96 TFA’s goal is to 
motivate its teachers to take up the causes of educational excellence and 
equity throughout their lives, from either inside or outside the system. 
TFA’s ability to recruit more top college graduates than any other orga-
nization or business in the country is a cause for optimism. 

Though these initiatives still represent only a small portion of all 
teachers and school leaders across the United States, they signal possi-
bilities for how the system can tap and develop talent if it is more clearly 
focused on doing so in the future. The Task Force is encouraged that 
some of these leadership-focused reforms have helped create a new 
crop of educators and leaders who have taken charge of many class-
rooms and major school systems. 

Prioritizing accountability
Tracking results and holding schools accountable for student outcomes 
has been a central focus of education reform, particularly since the No 
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Child Left Behind Act became law in 2002. Despite significant prog-
ress in education accountability, a great deal of inconsistency remains in 
the quality of assessments and other metrics, and in what information 
is tracked, analyzed, and made publicly available. Some states, such as 
Florida, have implemented far-reaching policies to help parents under-
stand how well their local schools are performing, but the usefulness of 
this effort is somewhat ambiguous because of questions about metric 
quality, and this level of transparency and public outreach is far from 
the national norm. 

Consequences for failure are also inconsistent. Some districts and 
states ignore persistent school failure. Some seek to diagnose the prob-
lems and develop school improvement plans in response. Others have 
strict rules that force failing schools to restructure or shut down. Still 
others have what look like development plans or strict rules that are not 
applied uniformly. Recently, there has been evidence that restructur-
ing failing high schools in New York City has helped engender positive 
change, but the policies that New York implemented are not yet in wide 
national use.97 It seems clear that it is important to use information 
about which schools, programs, teachers, and principals are effec-
tive and which are not to inform decision-making and drive school 
improvement efforts.

Providing better choices to Families
In the past decade, school districts and community-based school 
reformers have tried to give parents the flexibility to choose the school 
best suited to their children. The idea is that this allows schools to inno-
vate, introducing new ideas and new competitive forces into school sys-
tems and allowing families to consider the best fit for their children.

Public school choice has been available in some districts, such as 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, and San Francisco, California, for more 
than twenty years. Magnet schools have offered choices to families in 
many more cities since the 1970s. Charter schools are a relatively new 
addition to district choice options. Charters are public schools that 
receive public money but are not subject to some of the rules and stat-
utes that apply to other public schools. In return for flexibility, charters 
are supposed to be held accountable for student performance. If they 
fail to meet expectations, they lose their charters and are forced to shut 
down. Traditional public schools, on the other hand, can typically con-
tinue operating indefinitely regardless of performance. 
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Some charter schools have better results than others, but the best-
performing ones (which are typically in states with the best charter laws) 
show that disadvantaged students and those with high needs can learn 
in the right environments. Though research is ongoing, a comprehen-
sive new study analyzing previous charter school research found that 
there is “ample evidence” that charter elementary schools outperform 
traditional public schools in both reading and math, and that charter 
middle schools tend to outperform in math.98 Anther study found that 
the Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) schools have a “very positive” 
influence on reading and math achievement. Researchers have shown 
that a KIPP school would move a student from the fiftieth percentile to 
the fifty-fourth percentile in reading and the fifty-ninth percentile in 
math in just one year.99 

An encouraging large-scale example of the potential impact of char-
ter schools is post-Katrina New Orleans. Though there is still a long 
way to go and some analysts disagree on the details, the city has made 
dramatic structural and leadership changes that have resulted in large 
performance gains: from 2006–2007, the school year after the storm, to 
2009–2010, public schools in New Orleans gained an average of nearly 
twenty points on the state exams, versus a statewide average gain of 
6.5 points.100 Other districts have shown gains primarily by improv-
ing district-run schools that offer choices, including those with special 
governance arrangements, such as Boston’s Pilot Schools. San Diego 
has embraced a decentralized model under which schools innovate and 
implement reforms and then share best practices. As a result, student 
performance on the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment improved 
significantly in both of these cities between 2003 and 2009. 

These examples counter the long-held view that being born with-
out money or other advantages is an insurmountable obstacle to stu-
dent success. 
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It is apparent to the Task Force that U.S. students are not developing 
the knowledge and skills they need to contribute to America’s future 
economic growth or security.101

The federal government predicts the U.S. economy will add more 
than 20.5 million  jobs between  2010 and 2020, an increase of more 
than  14.3 percent.102 Most of the jobs will demand more than a high 
school diploma. Based on Bureau of Labor statistics, a report by the 
Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce found 
that the U.S. economy would create 46.8 million new and “replacement” 
jobs by 2018, 63 percent of which will require some college education.103 

“The implications of this shift represent a sea of change in American 
society,” the Georgetown report warns. “Essentially, postsecondary 
education or training has become the threshold requirement for access 
to middle-class status and earnings in good times and bad. It is no longer 
the preferred pathway to middle-class jobs—it is, increasingly, the only 
pathway.”104 The report finds that the number of degrees conferred in 
the United States each year would have to increase by 10 percent for 
American schools to meet these new demands.105

m ismaTch beT ween Trai n i nG and Jobs

The mismatch between the jobs that American students are preparing 
for and jobs that are available or projected to grow is increasing. Not 
surprisingly, a lack of education is a primary driver of the discrepancy. 

One recent report estimated nearly 6 million more high school drop-
outs in 2020 than jobs available for dropouts. It predicted a shortfall of 
up to 1.5 million workers with bachelor’s degrees or higher in 2020. It 
also found that students are failing to pursue studies that will prepare 
them for the fastest-growing fields, including science, technology, engi-
neering, and math.106 

The Skills and Knowledge  
Needed for Tomorrow
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A report by the Business Roundtable reaches similar conclusions.107 
It found in a recent survey that more than 60 percent of U.S. employers 
are having difficulties finding qualified workers to fill vacancies at their 
companies.108 Another survey found that 64 percent of companies are 
already struggling to hire qualified candidates with experience in man-
agement, science, and computer engineering.109

Still another recent survey found that more than half of the business 
leaders surveyed said they face a challenge in recruiting nonmanagerial 
employees with sufficient skills training and education, despite high 
unemployment. This need was magnified at smaller firms, nearly 70 
percent of which reported having difficulty finding employees with the 
required skills.110

h iGh -demand sk i ll s

In recent decades, leaders in government, business, and beyond have 
come to agree that long-term investments in education are necessary to 
address the growing mismatch between education and skills. The Task 
Force agrees with this assessment. The question, then, is the specific 
areas that make sense for additional investment. 

In surveys and interviews, most employers say the skills that are in 
high demand today are the same skills that students were supposed to be 
learning in school fifty or one hundred years ago: the ability to write and 
speak clearly and persuasively, the ability to solve problems and think 
critically, and the ability to work both independently and on teams. The 
difference today is that more skilled workers are needed than in the past. 

In the past decade, a range of education and business groups have 
established frameworks for what students need to learn today; these 
frameworks tend to be broad and combine a mix of “old-fashioned” 
skills and knowledge, such as numeracy and literacy, with “twenty-
first-century” skills, such as using digital tools to research and solve 
problems. 

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, for example, has called for 
focus in six areas:111 

 – the traditional core academic subjects

 – twenty-first-century content, including global, financial, and envi-
ronmental awareness
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 – learning and thinking skills, including creativity, critical thinking, 
problem solving, communication, and collaboration

 – information and communications technology skills 

 – life and career skills, including time management, group work, and 
leadership

 – twenty-first-century assessments that accurately measure the other 
five skills

Other frameworks are similar, but sometimes place additional 
emphasis on different skills, such as specific technology capabilities or 
the ability to work autonomously.112 The Task Force believes that the 
existing frameworks serve an important purpose in highlighting the 
importance of education in preparing young people to take on impor-
tant challenges, but it worries that some of the frameworks are too 
broad and vague and leave room for some critical skills and knowledge 
necessary to protect U.S. security from slipping through the cracks. 
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The failure of U.S. K-12 schools to prepare young Americans with 
essential skills and knowledge puts this nation’s economic growth and 
competitiveness, physical security, information security, and national 
character at risk. Companies are left struggling to find talent within the 
United States and are forced to search outside this country’s borders, 
the military is left without trained technicians, the State Department 
is left without diplomats fluent in essential languages, and persistent 
achievement gaps are placing the American Dream out of reach for mil-
lions of Americans. 

Government, business, and community leaders should take immedi-
ate action to address this threat. Disregarding the crisis, delaying action, 
or ignoring the mounting negative impact that the state of schools is 
having on U.S. national security would exacerbate the existing prob-
lems and further jeopardize the United States’ standing in the world 
and its future prospects as a global leader. 

The Task Force members agreed that the group’s prescriptions 
should build on America’s democratic values, inherent capabilities, and 
experiences. Policy recommendations should respect the tradition of 
local control in education, but must also recognize the importance of 
high expectations and consistency of skills and knowledge across the 
country. 

The Task Force sets forth three central recommendations: 

 – Implement educational expectations in subjects vital to protecting 
national security. The states should expand the Common Core State 
Standards, ensuring that students are learning the skills and knowl-
edge necessary to safeguard the country’s national security. Science, 
technology, and foreign languages are essential—as are creative 
problem-solving skills and civic awareness. It is essential that neces-
sary resources accompany these enhanced standards to fuel success-
ful implementation. 

Recommendations
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 – Make structural changes to provide students with good choices. States 
and districts should stop locking disadvantaged students into failing 
schools without any options; this is bad for the students and bad for 
the United States as a whole. Enhanced choice and competition, in an 
environment of equitable resource allocation, will fuel the innovation 
necessary to transform results.

 – Launch a “national security readiness audit” to hold schools and poli-
cymakers accountable for results and to raise public awareness. At the 
heart of this recommendation is the creation of more meaningful 
assessments and simulations of student learning and, then, a coordi-
nated, national effort to create targets and repercussions tied to the 
Common Core. A high-publicity public awareness campaign linked 
to the audit will engage the American people. 

i mPlemen T me an i nGFul educaT ional 
e xPecTaT ions i n subJecTs vi Tal  
To ProTecT i nG naT ional secur i T y 

The Task Force believes that the United States needs to build a stronger 
foundation of skills and knowledge among its citizens. Without high 
quality standards, assessments, and accountability, citizens’ life pros-
pects are limited, and the United States’ economic, military, and diplo-
matic security is severely impaired. 

Build oN the commoN core

Because states are the leading operators of U.S. education policy, state 
governments—the governors, legislators, and their appointees—hold 
the key to America’s national security. As state governors have demon-
strated in recent years, they are in a position to lead. 

The Task Force commends the governors who have come together 
to create Common Core State Standards for literacy and math, and it 
urges them to

 – continue collaborating with each other, as well as with educators and 
leaders from industry, the military, and beyond, to reach consen-
sus on a broader Common Core and an associated set of skills and 
knowledge that are essential to maintaining national security;

Recommendations
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 – develop an assessment strategy to ensure that student achievement is 
measured effectively; and

 – develop an implementation and investment strategy to ensure that 
the standards are put in place. 

esseNtial skills for NatioNal security

science expectations
A seminal 1944 report to President Roosevelt, Science, the Endless Fron-
tier, called on the United States to invest in science education and peace-
time research and development to bolster and strengthen the nation. 
Today, the importance of science education to American national secu-
rity is the same or even greater than it was in the 1940s. 

The Task Force endorses the efforts of more than twenty states 
that are currently working to create ambitious, internationally bench-
marked expectations in science, and urges the rest of the states to col-
laborate in the effort. Young people should start learning core scientific 
principles and methods in kindergarten so that, by the time they gradu-
ate from high school, they are able to understand and apply scientific 
principles. 

Technology expectations 
Working with computers is not a skill of the future. Like science, it is 
decidedly a skill of today, which is fundamental to protecting U.S. phys-
ical security and secrets as well as to allowing U.S. businesses to inno-
vate and grow. 

Therefore, the Task Force urges governors to work with each other, 
as well as with educators and leaders in business and national security, 
to create shared, high expectations for the technology principles and 
skills that students should master, starting in the earliest grades. The 
Task Force recommends that technology expectations be thoroughly 
integrated with math, literacy, science, and foreign language curricula 
so that students learn how they might effectively apply technological 
skills in diverse and constantly evolving settings. Students should grad-
uate from high school with technological dexterity; able to understand 
and work with hardware, software, and networks; and able to use tech-
nology to find and process information, fuel creation and creativity, and 
collaborate and communicate with others.
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Foreign language expectations 
Americans’ failure to learn strategic languages, coupled with a lack 
of formal instruction about the history and cultures of the rest of the 
world, limits U.S. citizens’ global awareness, cross-cultural compe-
tence, and ability to assess situations and respond appropriately in an 
increasingly interconnected world. 

The Task Force does not argue that all U.S. children should begin 
studying strategic languages and cultures. However, the opportunity 
to learn these languages and about the people who speak them should 
be available to many students across the United States, and all students 
should have access to high-quality foreign language programs starting 
in the earliest grades. If all Americans grew up proficient in at least one 
language in addition to English, and if instruction about other coun-
tries’ histories and culture were built into the standard K-12 curriculum, 
young people would develop better understandings of world cultures 
and be better equipped to converse, collaborate, and compete with 
peers worldwide. 

Therefore, the Task Force urges governors to collectively create 
expectations for language learning and world culture and history, which 
would boost the next generation’s cross-cultural competence and prac-
tical ability to communicate. 

Thinking creatively beyond the core 
The 9/11 Commission highlighted four U.S. shortcomings that opened 
the door to the terrorist attacks. One of these was a failure of imagina-
tion on the part of U.S. security agencies.113 In 2001, the failure to spot 
and connect the dots was catastrophic for the United States. The Task 
Force believes that all young people—those who aim to work in national 
security and those who aim to work in corporations or not-for-profit 
organizations—must develop their imaginations from an early age. 
This is increasingly important as information becomes more and more 
abundant and as the world becomes more interconnected and complex. 

The United States has traditionally led the world in patent applica-
tions, inventions, and innovation. The Task Force members believe 
that to retain this important competitive edge, lessons in creativity—
whether in the arts or in creative analysis or imaginative problem solv-
ing, must begin in early elementary school. These vital skills should 
be incorporated into extracurricular programs as well as woven into 
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lessons of math, literacy, language, science, and technology and tested 
through interdisciplinary simulations. 

The same goes for civics. As detailed in this report, students in the 
United States are not currently learning the basic rights and responsi-
bilities of citizenship, which is leaving them both globally unaware and 
oblivious to the opportunities they have as U.S. citizens. The Task Force 
believes that this fundamental knowledge set should be integrated into 
students’ formal and informal instruction, starting in the earliest days 
of their educations. 

meaNiNgful assessmeNts 

The Task Force commends the two consortia—the Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and 
the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC)—that 
are working to develop assessments that are aligned to the new state 
standards. 

However, the Task Force cautions test- and policymakers to ensure 
that new exams are both aligned with the new Core standards and 
more meaningful measures of student learning. It is not enough to test 
the new standards in old ways. It is essential that newly adopted assess-
ments require students to demonstrate that they have grasped mate-
rial and can apply it in the future. The Task Force strongly urges the 
adoption of more technologically advanced assessments that simulate 
real-world applications of skills and knowledge. Current assessment 
formats fall short and have unfortunate, unintended consequences 
on teaching and learning. While elements of current testing models, 
such as multiple choice and short essay exams, might still have a lim-
ited place, the United States should look both inward and outward at 
classic and emerging testing models that show real promise and then 
aggressively implement assessments that more appropriately track 
student outcomes. 

focus oN imPlemeNtatioN

The Task Force is aware that ensuring that effectively preparing stu-
dents will take more than simply establishing high expectations; effec-
tively implementing the plan is equally important, and implementation 
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requires substantial commitments of both effort and resources. State 
and district leaders should work to ensure that the schools that serve the 
neediest students receive their fair share of funding and their fair share 
of excellent teachers and school leaders who are capable of implement-
ing the expanded Common Core to its full potential in the classroom. 
Changing the way resources are allocated is, of course, much easier to 
write than to do—but the Task Force does not see it as optional. Dollars 
and human capital must be allocated consciously and wisely in order 
to ensure that all students have access to the high quality, expanded 
Common Core that the Task Force is urging. The Task Force believes 
that though revamping expectations for students should be a state-led 
effort, a broader coalition—including the defense community, busi-
nesses leaders, the U.S. Department of Education, and others—also 
has a meaningful role to play in monitoring and supporting implemen-
tation and creating incentives to motivate states to adopt high expec-
tations. To ensure smooth implementation of the expanded Common 
Core, the Task Force urges:

 – The standards must be accompanied by different kinds of account-
ability systems, which use information to guide policy and practice, 
as well as more advanced assessments, mentioned above, which test 
essential skills like decision-making and problem solving. Better 
accountability and assessment systems will spur implementation by 
educators who are seeking professional success for themselves and 
academic success for their students. 

 – Because standards cannot teach themselves, governors, working with 
state and local education officials, must take steps to prepare current 
and future educators for the challenge. The U.S. Department of Edu-
cation should create incentives to motivate governors and other state 
and local leaders to help existing teachers and principals prepare for, 
adopt, and implement the upgraded expectations for student learn-
ing. The U.S. Department of Education, working in conjunction with 
state, local, and higher education officials, should entice new teachers 
and principals into the profession with the expertise and skills neces-
sary to effectively teach the new standards. To make this possible, uni-
versities should raise entrance standards and requirements for teacher 
training programs and districts should focus on educators’ effective-
ness from the moment they are hired and throughout their careers. 
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 – Standards should not be seen as permanent. They should be routinely 
evaluated and improved to ensure that the standards are ambitious 
and functional. The Defense Policy Board, which advises the secre-
tary of defense, and other leaders from the public and private sectors 
should evaluate the learning standards of education in America and 
periodically assess whether what and how students are learning is 
sufficiently rigorous to protect the country’s national security inter-
ests. Changing the status quo and ensuring that America’s schools 
do not slip further behind is not a task for trained educators alone; it 
is a shared responsibility and must be elevated to the highest levels. 

Although it is important that most states agree if higher expectations 
are to affect most U.S. students, governors should not be deterred if 
they are initially unable to reach agreement. If only 10 or 15 percent of 
states initially concur on expectations and exams, they should proceed 
with implementation. Other states will catch up later, following the 
example of the first movers. This said, the Task Force strongly encour-
ages the states with large numbers of military families to implement the 
new expectations soon so that the children of service members, who 
must move every two years as their parents relocate to new bases, can 
have as consistent an educational experience as possible.114

make sTrucTural chanGe s  
T haT emP ower educaTor s, Fam i li e s,  
and sTuden Ts To choose

Public education is an essential institution in America’s quest to pro-
vide equality of opportunity and to ensure that social and economic 
mobility are available to all children, regardless of circumstances. It is 
not hyperbole to say that a robust system of public schools is essential 
to U.S. democracy. The country’s history—even its recent history—
provides inspiring stories of people who came from humble circum-
stances, attended public schools, and are now at the very top of the 
economic ladder and in leadership positions in all sectors of society.

Today the United States faces even greater pressures on social 
mobility, particularly from globalization and the technological revolu-
tion, which reward high skill levels and brutally punish those who fall 
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behind. The worrying trend toward growing socioeconomic inequal-
ity, noted throughout this report, has many causes. But one of the few 
interventions that the United States has and has always used to ensure 
social mobility is education. U.S. public schools thus shoulder, fairly or 
unfairly, even more responsibility for the country’s well-being today 
than in the past.

To address the need for intervention in the lives of today’s children, 
the Task Force supports giving parents a wider range of educational 
options and encouraging states and school districts to foster the school-
level innovation that will lead to good options for families. Choice is 
especially important for poor parents, who are more likely to live in dis-
tricts with underperforming schools. Within the public arena, mobil-
ity within a district (i.e., allowing children and families to select their 
schools), magnet schools, and charter schools can provide alternative 
educational opportunities for individual students. And as schools rec-
ognize that they must educate children effectively or lose students, they 
will be motivated to perform better. Coupled with necessary resources, 
well-prepared educators, and strong curricula, this motivation has the 
power to improve the quality of education. 

Admittedly, it is too early to determine the full effect of school choice 
in systemic reform—but competition has a salutary effect in almost 
every other aspect of American life, including the United States’ well-
regarded higher education system, and K-12 public schools should argu-
ably be no different.

Most, but not all, members of the Task Force believe that choice 
should be extended to private K-12 alternatives. Obviously, the ideal 
situation is one in which every neighborhood’s school could provide 
high-quality education to all students, but this is not the world in which 
we live today. In reality, the United States already has a system in which 
parents can opt out of public education for their children. But because 
opting out is only possible for those with financial means, poor children 
are often trapped in failing schools. This is the worst form of inequal-
ity. Programs like the DC Opportunity Scholarships and other voucher 
programs help to level the playing field in this regard and ought to be 
encouraged as the United States works toward the day when the public 
education system can fully provide a quality education for all students.

School choice often leads to harsh debates. The Task Force has 
decided not to recommend a single, “correct” way for all districts to 
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create new options and offer choice to parents and students. However, 
the group strongly urges each state, working in conjunction with its local 
school districts, to (without delay) prompt a conversation about school 
choice and adopt and implement a strategy that provides local families 
with the choices they need and deserve. There are many examples, some 
encouraging and some cautionary, from America and beyond that offi-
cials should look to when formulating their own choice plans. Strate-
gies that officials should consider include:

 – implementing public school choice programs, such as those in 
Boston, New York, and San Francisco

 – redesigning or creating new traditional public schools and magnet 
schools, providing additional access to high-quality options

 – offering vouchers, such as the DC Opportunity Scholarships, to 
students

 – authorizing the creation of more high-quality charters, pilot schools, 
and other nontraditional-model schools that provide families with 
access to schools with distinctive approaches to teaching and learn-
ing (It is worth noting that in some districts, about five times as many 
families are applying to charters and other schools of choice than 
there are seats available. Policymakers should consider local demand 
when formulating their district’s school choice plans.)

 – creating structural changes and collective bargaining reforms that 
require all schools serving public school students to agree to school-
based leadership agreements under which school leaders would 
agree to help students learn and achieve at high levels in exchange for 
receiving substantial discretion over hiring, how to use resources, 
how to attract students, and how to live up to learning expectations 
for students

As officials formulate their choice programs, it is essential that they 
simultaneously ensure that they are appropriately measuring schools’ 
quality so families can access information about schools and make 
informed decisions. They must also be attentive to resource allocation 
and ensure that funds are allocated wisely and equitably. If schools are 
severely resource-constrained, they will not be able to innovate their 
way to success, and students will inadvertently be harmed. Schools sup-
ported with public funds must support all students, irrespective of race, 
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national origin, religion, language, background, or disability. Finally, it 
is essential that states and school districts remain vigilant: if any school 
is failing to live up to expectations and is not serving students well, edu-
cation leaders must intervene to make sure that families not only have 
options—they have good options.

launch naT ional secur i T y re adi ne ss 
audi T To li nk accoun Tabi li T y To ne w  
exPecTaTions and raise Public awareness

In order to catalyze reform and innovation and better safeguard Amer-
ica’s national security, it is essential to measure how well students, 
teachers, and schools are measuring up. It is also clear that simply mea-
suring results is not enough to ensure progress: accountability must 
also engender consequences and public awareness. 

the audit

The Task Force recommends that the U.S. Department of Education 
create incentives to motivate states to work together to create an annual 
audit, which would help policymakers and citizens assess the United 
States’ level of educational readiness. Accountability is not new to edu-
cation, of course, but the expanded Common Core and the associated 
assessments urged in the Task Force’s first recommendation will create 
new opportunities for meaningful, apples-to-apples comparisons 
between states and individual schools in participating states. 

For the audit, states would collect school-level information on fac-
tors important to national security, including (subgroup disaggregated) 
answers to the following questions:

 – How many students are passing their (expanded) Common Core 
courses?

 – How well are students performing on end-of-year summative 
assessments?

 – How many students are mastering important “national secu-
rity” skills, such as learning foreign languages and computer 
programming? 



54 U.S. Education Reform and National Security

 – Are students graduating from high school within four years (or 
within five or more years)?

 – What percentage of students are “college-ready”? Career-ready?

 – What are the characteristics of each school? For example, what is a 
school’s budget and average per pupil allocation? How many teachers 
are there? What is a school’s attendance rate?

The audit should combine this state-reported data into a single report 
that tracks educational outcomes nationally, by subgroup, and by state. 
It should also compare U.S. performance to other countries. Some of 
the skills measured in this audit are basic and do not seem directly tied 
to national security. This is intentional; students must master reading, 
math, and science because they are building blocks for everything else. 

In addition to the subgroups tracked through NCLB (race/ethnicity, 
limited English, special education, free and reduced-price lunch), the 
Task Force recommends that the audit should have an annual section 
assessing the condition of education of the one million school-age chil-
dren who have one or both parents serving in the active duty forces, the 
national guard, or the reserves. These children have unique needs, often 
moving from school to school as their parents transfer to bases around 
the country. Since military-connected children are more likely to enlist 
when they grow up and since their parents are more likely to end their 
service if their children’s education is at risk, it is critical to monitor their 
performance and ensure that educators are taking steps to address their 
special needs. This is not simply a matter of ensuring that these students’ 
educational needs are adequately addressed; it is also a matter of making 
sure that America’s armed forces can continue to attract to and retain in 
the service parents who care about their children’s educational welfare.

It is important to emphasize that the Task Force is advising the col-
lection and release of school-level data. While teacher and student data 
are essential to developing instructional plans and school policies, the 
Task Force does not advocate the public release of individual teachers’ 
or students’ performance or names.

use audit to sPur actioN 

The collected information will catalyze two types of action:

 – Learning (proof of success or failure could help educators, students, 
parents, and others learn, adjust practices, and improve). Teachers and 
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principals should use the results to highlight what is working and to 
learn from mistakes, and the most effective schools should share their 
techniques to help others emulate their success.

 – Consequences (proof of underperformance could spur interventions for 
teachers or schools). Data about individual schools and the system as 
a whole should be used to evaluate what is working and what is not. 
Such analyses should catalyze changes in policies, from resource 
allocation to professional development for educators. Where schools 
are underperforming, districts and states should take responsibil-
ity for analyzing why and intervening. This could mean reallocating 
resources, recruiting stronger school leaders, helping schools rede-
sign programs, or restructuring schools to create better options for 
students. When a charter school fails to meet the expectations delin-
eated in its charter, there should be an intervention to ensure that it 
stops underperforming. This principle should be applied broadly to 
all K-12 public schools to ensure that the system is built around the 
best interests of students and national security. 

The Task Force urges policymakers to stop allowing failing schools 
to persist in shortchanging more students. If a school is failing to live up 
to its commitments, policymakers should take the necessary actions to 
protect students from continued neglect.

use audit to iNform the PuBlic 

The Task Force believes the annual audit should be aggressively publi-
cized to help all members of society understand educational challenges 
and opportunities facing the country. This public awareness campaign 
should be managed by a coalition of government, business, and military 
leaders. It should aim to keep everyone in the country focused on the 
national goal of improving education to safeguard America’s security 
today and in the future. 

Astute use of media and communications have a proven ability to 
effect changes in mindsets and actions, and the group believes that a 
targeted, annual campaign, led by the Department of Education in 
collaboration with the U.S. states, the Departments of Defense and 
State, and the intelligence agencies, could have this impact. The Task 
Force hopes that this annual campaign will prompt serious and pur-
poseful national dialogues and a new commitment to implementing 
meaningful change.
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Three decades ago, in August 1981, President Reagan’s secretary of edu-
cation, T. H. Bell, gathered a panel of educators and business leaders to 
investigate the secretary’s concern about “the widespread public per-
ception that something is seriously remiss in our educational system.”115 
In April 1983, the group detailed the problems in U.S. education in A 
Nation at Risk. The report warned of “a rising tide of mediocrity that 
threatens our very future as a nation and a people.”116

The report was published about three decades ago, but the risks the 
report highlighted are much the same as those that this Task Force is 
describing today. 

In 2012, the sad fact is that the rising tide of mediocrity is not some-
thing that belongs in history books. Despite selective improvement, 
the big picture performance of America’s educational system is all too 
similar to results from three decades ago. Too many students are falling 
behind academically and are leaving high school unprepared for college 
and work. And though educational attainment has not changed sig-
nificantly, demands on the workforce have increased, making success 
less attainable for many Americans. As a result, people in communities 
across the United States are increasingly being left behind. 

Meanwhile, other countries are improving educational outcomes, 
making it harder and harder for Americans to compete. This is true both 
for young people who are new to the job market and for older Ameri-
cans. Looking forward, semieducated and semiskilled citizens are likely 
to feel increasingly burdened, and they will be less able to contribute to 
and enjoy improving national standards of living. 

Conclusion
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a Growi nG consensus For chanGe

Nevertheless, although the big picture looks the same as it did decades 
ago, it would be a mistake to ignore the areas of progress in the American 
system since the 1980s. In the past decade, a number of efforts to trans-
form school leadership, teaching, curriculum, accountability, choice, 
and technology have been successful. They have produced changes and 
improvements in individual schools. To date, such improvements have 
been selective and insufficient to lift the educational performance of 
whole districts or whole states. Nonetheless, they show what is possible 
in American education as a whole. 

This is a critical moment of opportunity when the nation could 
finally implement the necessary changes in its school system to safe-
guard the country’s national security in the coming decades. The basis 
for advancing dramatic reforms is growing:

 – Acknowledgment. Public acknowledgment that educational attain-
ment and performance is inadequate and that substantial reform is 
needed is gaining widespread acceptance. This is not a one-party 
issue or a geographically isolated need. 

 – Leadership. Increasing numbers of motivated, high-quality leaders 
are involved at all levels of education—from the classroom up to the 
national leaders in Washington—and are able to lead change efforts.

 – Successful models. Hundreds of schools across the country have modi-
fied and reformed their educational processes and approaches to 
teaching and learning in ways that have helped students exceed stan-
dards and expectations. These experiences provide guidance into 
how to lift educational standards and performance for all students, 
including high-needs students. 

 – Economic environment. Today’s environment of scarcity could actu-
ally help jump-start necessary reforms by highlighting the urgency 
of the problem. Rather than continuing to invest in the status quo, 
some administrators have instead chosen to invest in the programs 
and services that show the most promise. 

 – Political environment. Over the course of the past decade, support for 
meaningful educational reform has generally been bipartisan. Recent 
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legislation—from No Child Left Behind to Race to the Top—has cre-
ated a base for improved accountability and incentives, and gives hope 
that collaboration could lead to real advancements. Cross-sector sup-
port for school reform—from corporations, libraries, museums, and 
other organizations—is also growing. 

These variables are important, and make this a time like no other to 
change the way the United States educates its children—and to achieve 
transformational reforms on a level never before achieved in the U.S. 
school system. 

re sTor i nG amer ica’ s le ader sh i P

The Task Force believes that, taken together, the outlined recommen-
dations can reshape education in the United States and put this coun-
try on track to be an educational, economic, military, and diplomatic 
global leader.

By nearly every measure, the United States is falling short of its 
collective expectations in K-12 public education—leaving individual 
Americans, communities, and the nation vulnerable. For all Americans 
who care about the country’s future, these results are of grave concern.

The United States will not be able to keep pace—much less lead—
globally unless it moves to fix the problems it has allowed to fester for 
too long. 

The Task Force believes that this country has a real but time-limited 
opportunity to make changes that would maintain the United States’ 
position in the world and its security at home. Whether and how the 
nation acts at this moment depends on its collective answer to two ques-
tions: What kind of country is the United States? What kind of country 
does the United States want to be?

The Task Force hopes that the United States, as a whole, shares its 
answers to these questions and is willing to reevaluate the status quo 
and adopt necessary changes. 

The Task Force is hopeful that consideration of America’s education 
failings as a national security threat will mobilize new constituents, 
energize advocates, spur policymakers into action, and attract increased 
investments in reform efforts. This said, calling the crisis in education 
a national security concern is not a gimmick or an empty phrase: with 
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a failing economy, a stalemated political system, and a waning interna-
tional presence, the United States stands at a crossroads. 

Americans can either accept U.S. decline or can come together to 
support and implement fundamental and radical changes that put the 
country back on track to fulfilling its promise and potential. 
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It was a privilege to join members of the Task Force in considering strat-
egies for addressing the challenges faced by U.S. K-12 public schools 
in the twenty-first century. While I remain concerned about key ele-
ments of the report, I appreciate the openness of the chairs, project 
director, and members to comments, suggestions, and criticisms that  
many of us offered throughout the process. In my view, the report has 
been strengthened by these contributions. I hope that the entire effort 
will spark enlightened debate about ways this nation can support the 
neighborhood public school—the bedrock of communities—and also 
meet the needs of students, educators, and their schools as they prepare 
young people for fulfilling lives, productive work, and active citizenship 
in an interconnected, global society.

National security requires a healthy economy, energy independence, 
investments in research and development, strong defense, a thriving 
civil society, a respected and involved diplomatic corps, and, most of all, 
a healthy and high-functioning political system. (The current political 
environment is a clear demonstration of what happens when we have a 
public—and public officials—who are uninformed and/or ill-informed 
about our nation’s history, our political system, and the values upon 
which it was built.) 

Certainly schools must play a critical role in assuring that these needs 
of national security can be met. Yet, while some of the data are disturb-
ing, nothing in this report convinces me that that our public schools 
“constitute a very grave national security threat facing this country.” 
Indeed, claims of alarm can only set the stage for dramatic actions unsup-
ported by evidence: in this case, market-based approaches to school 
reform, that, overall, have not demonstrated their effectiveness. Indeed, 
charter schools and vouchers are diverting funds and energy away from 
neighborhood schools, and the more successful ones rely on additional 
support from private sources (“voluntary taxation”), a situation that is 

Additional and Dissenting Views
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neither sustainable nor scalable. Moreover, the drive toward “competi-
tion” can diminish individual commitment to the common good, thus 
undermining the very nature and purpose of public education: prepar-
ing young people of all backgrounds to become informed and active cit-
izens who understand their rights and responsibilities to contribute to 
society and participate in the shaping of policies that affect their com-
munities and the larger world. 

I applaud the Task Force report’s call for more attention to U.S. 
and world history and cultures, civics, science, and foreign languages. 
However, the well-intentioned emphasis on testing basic math and 
reading has diverted funding and attention from other areas of equal 
value. The proposed national audit will only increase the pressure to 
focus on standardized tests when funds to pay for this initiative could 
be better used if made available to the neediest school districts for 
classroom instruction. 

Our public schools need flexibility and sufficient resources to iden-
tify and nurture young people’s talents, interests, and imaginations, 
whether in the sciences, mathematics, technology, or the liberal and 
applied arts. Early and ongoing exposure to all of these subjects devel-
ops critical thinking and creative problem-solving skills, all essential 
to building a sound and sustainable economy—and also a society 
enriched and emboldened to take on the challenges before us in the 
twenty-first century. 

My heartfelt thanks to the Council on Foreign Relations for the 
opportunity to participate in the Task Force. 

Carole Artigiani
joined by Linda Darling-Hammond, Stephen M. Walt,   
and Randi Weingarten

There is much to applaud in this report of the Task Force. I am pleased 
that the Task Force identifies the importance of setting high goals for 
student learning in fields ranging from English language arts and math-
ematics to science, technology, engineering, and foreign languages—
areas that were profoundly neglected during the No Child Left Behind 
era. The report wisely calls for a richer and more internationally com-
parable curriculum for all children, beginning in elementary school, 
along with strategic investments that address the dramatic inequalities 
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in funding that currently exist. This is critically important for our suc-
cess as a nation, for the talent needed must be cultivated from all com-
munities, among all our young people. 

The report recognizes that new standards will not teach themselves, 
and that we must invest in the knowledge and skills of educators, espe-
cially those that serve our neediest students, from their entry into train-
ing and throughout their careers. In addition, the report has forcefully 
outlined the need for more innovative and authentic assessments of 
learning that evaluate critical thinking and communication skills, the 
ability to apply knowledge to real world problems, and the ability to find, 
analyze, and evaluate complex information in order to learn new things 
at all times. Both the ongoing high-quality training of professionals and 
the use of performance-based assessments are long-standing traditions 
of excellence in the armed services that could and should inform the 
ways we consider building systems in public education. 

It is with respect to the features of strong systems that I raise specific 
concerns with the recommendations of the report. Although the report 
suggests, appropriately, that we must now compete with high-achieving 
nations around the world, its recommendations do not acknowledge 
the lessons these nations have to offer or the lessons we should learn 
from reforms in the United States. 

One shortcoming is that this report accepts, uncritically and despite 
significant evidence to the contrary, that competition and privatiza-
tion are essential—indeed perhaps the most important—strategies 
for improving public educational systems. It ignores the fact that the 
nations that have steeply improved achievement and equity and now 
rank at the top on the PISA tests (i.e., Finland, Singapore, and South 
Korea) have invested in strong public education systems that serve vir-
tually all students, while nations that have aggressively pursued privati-
zation, such as Chile, have a huge and growing divide between rich and 
poor that has led to dangerous levels of social unrest. 

It also ignores research that raises serious cautions about the out-
comes of unbridled privatization in education. Although I agree that 
many charters have done excellent work in serving diverse student 
populations, and I have personally worked closely with some of these 
schools, it is also true that the nation’s largest multistate study on char-
ter schools found that charters have been, overall, more likely to under-
perform than to outperform district-run public schools serving similar 
students. In addition, studies have found that, as a sector, charters serve 
significantly fewer special education students and English learners, and 
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too many have found ways to keep out and push out students who strug-
gle to learn. While touting the privatization of schools in New Orleans, 
the report fails to note that many high-need students have been rejected 
from charters there, that school exclusion rates are extraordinarily 
high, and that the Southern Poverty Law Center had to sue on behalf of 
special education students who were unable to gain admission to public 
schools. Meanwhile, New Orleans remains the lowest-ranked district 
in the low-performing state of Louisiana. Similarly, the report neglects 
to mention the many studies that have failed to find positive outcomes 
of voucher systems when similar students are compared. Finally, the 
report ignores the fact that our highest-achieving states have all built 
high-quality systems without charters, vouchers, educational manage-
ment companies, or other forms of privatization. 

To its credit, the Task Force acknowledges that there are many routes 
to high-quality choices in education, including options such as district 
magnet schools and other schools of choice within school systems; that 
choice must be accompanied by a level playing field in terms of resources; 
and that schools of choice should accept and support students irrespec-
tive of race, national origin, religion, language background, or disability. 
This is a start in the right direction, but if our goal is better education 
for all students and a stronger national capacity to educate all children, 
these matters deserve more serious deliberation. The path forward 
should be focused on building capacity to ensure high-quality options in 
all schools within a robust public education sector, as all high-achieving 
nations have done.

The report should also take a more evidence-based approach to the 
critical matter of developing a strong teacher workforce. While appro-
priately underscoring the need to invest in teaching, the report ignores 
many successful models of teacher preparation and development that 
have been shown to boost teacher effectiveness and retention. It holds 
up Teach for America (TFA) as the solitary model for entering teach-
ing—despite the fact that recruits have only a few weeks of training 
when they enter and most leave their positions after two years, provok-
ing churn and high replacement costs in the vulnerable schools they 
leave. While the commitment of TFA recruits is commendable, we need 
solutions like those developed at Columbia, Stanford, and many other 
top universities that recruit high-ability entrants and prepare them 
exceedingly well for long-term careers and leadership in education. 

To do this, we will need to emulate nations like Finland and Sin-
gapore, which invest in recruiting top people and preparing them 
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well—completely at government expense and with a stipend while they 
train—and often expect a minimum term of service (usually between 
three and five years) in exchange. Initial preparation and later profes-
sional development are intensive, high quality, and classroom relevant. 
Salaries are competitive with other professions, and administrators 
are well trained, so they can help teachers become more effective while 
keeping them in the profession. 

As this report eloquently points out, we need to get serious about 
building a uniformly successful public education system in the United 
States, and this means we must learn from our own experiences and 
those of successful nations that we see as peers and competitors. Build-
ing systems requires a keen focus on what matters and what works, 
along with the discipline to not be distracted by silver bullets that cannot 
ultimately solve the pressing problems we face. 

Linda Darling-Hammond
joined by Carole Artigiani, Stephen M. Walt, and Randi Weingarten 

The great strength of this report is that it properly highlights the critical 
and too often ignored nexus between education and national security. 
It also correctly stresses the importance not only of reading and math-
ematics, but of science, foreign language and area studies, history, and 
social studies, and consistently focuses on student performance and 
teacher excellence.

While I question a few of the solutions prescribed and their pre-
cise application, the overarching value of the report is in establishing 
the vital link between high-quality, equally distributed education for 
our children and the security, prosperity, and overall well-being of our 
country and democracy.

Ellen V. Futter
joined by Jonah M. Edelman and Shirley Ann Jackson

Education is a public good, and I am therefore concerned about a complete 
privatization of education. While useful in many instances, vouchers and 
charter schools are not, in and of themselves, a systemic and systematic 
way to improve the quality of overall K-12 education in the United States.

I fully support the report’s recommendation of full implementation 
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and expansion of the Common Core State Standards to raise educa-
tional quality and to enhance coherence in our approach to public edu-
cation in the United States.

Lastly, I believe that the approach of the Task Force report toward 
closing the gaps in achievement between disadvantaged children and 
their more affluent counterparts is not strong enough in its recom-
mendations and does not address the multiple complexities involved in 
making change.

Shirley Ann Jackson

I am pleased to support the Task Force’s effort to draw attention to the 
issue of public education. The report contains valuable information and 
some useful suggestions for reform, but in my judgment falls short in 
several areas.

First, the report exaggerates the national security rationale for 
reforming U.S. K-12 education. It says a troubled public education 
system is a “very grave national security threat facing this country,” 
but it offers only anecdotal evidence to support this unconvincing 
claim. The United States spends more on national security than the 
next twenty nations combined, has an array of powerful allies around 
the world, and remains the world leader in science and technology. It 
also ranks in the top 10 percent of the world’s 193 countries in educa-
tional performance, and none of the states whose children outperform 
U.S. students is a potential rival. Barring major foreign policy blunders 
unrelated to K-12 education, no country is likely to match U.S. mili-
tary power or overall technological supremacy for decades. There are 
good reasons to improve K-12 education, but an imminent threat to our 
national security is not high among them.

Second, there is a mismatch between the report’s alarmist tone and 
its core recommendations. In particular, if the current state of K-12 
education were really a very grave threat to national security, the Task 
Force should emphatically support allocating greater resources to meet 
the challenge. Yet even though key recommendations, such as raising 
teacher quality, cannot be realized without additional public invest-
ment, the report offers only a bland statement that “increased spend-
ing may well be justifiable.” It then declares that “money alone is not 
the answer,” creating the unfortunate impression that the Task Force is 
trying to solve an alleged national security threat on the cheap.
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Third, the call for a “national security readiness audit” of educa-
tional performance repackages the current focus on standards under 
a misleading label. The proposed audit would not measure “national 
security readiness,” and it is not clear who will pay for these new 
reporting requirements or what the consequences of poor perfor-
mance would be. 

Fourth, there is no consensus among professional educators, aca-
demic scholars, or engaged citizens about the net impact of charter 
schools, vouchers, or other forms of privatization, because empirical 
evidence is mixed. The report leans heavily toward one side in this con-
tested set of issues, however, thereby encouraging a policy course that 
could do more harm than good. 

Finally, the report correctly emphasizes that improved teacher qual-
ity may be the single most important factor that would improve stu-
dent achievement. Yet it offers few concrete steps for addressing this 
issue. Creating a serious national program of training and credential-
ing would not be cheap, but it could do more to improve our schools 
than simply providing greater “choice” or subsidizing various forms of 
privatization with public monies.

Education is vital for America’s future, and the CFR Task Force 
deserves credit for tackling the issue head-on. But the report is best seen 
as one element of a larger conversation, and not as a reliable blueprint 
for reform.

Stephen M. Walt
joined by Carole Artigiani, Linda Darling-Hammond,  
and Randi Weingarten

I was honored to participate in this Task Force. My hope was and is that 
its work would advance the crucial goal of strengthening America’s 
public schools, which have been and must remain a fundamental foun-
dation of our strong democracy, secure nation, and sound economy, 
and of the hopes and aspirations of generations of children. I am par-
ticularly grateful for the time Secretary Rice devoted to listening to our 
concerns, and the genuineness of our shared commitment to providing 
all young people access to a high-quality public education.

The report rightly acknowledges that “Public education is an essen-
tial institution in America’s quest to provide equality of opportunity 
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and to ensure that social and economic mobility are available to all chil-
dren, regardless of circumstances. It is not hyperbole to say that a robust 
system of public schools is essential to U.S. democracy.”

Regrettably, some elements of this report actually undermine this 
vital institution. The report casts public schools in the worst possible 
light while ignoring facts to the contrary. It correctly states that par-
ents should have great academic choices for their children, but certain 
recommendations may actually limit those choices. It advances recom-
mendations that lack evidence of effectiveness while ignoring the les-
sons of high-achieving, fully public education systems in the United 
States and elsewhere. The report advocates privatization, competition, 
and market-based approaches that, while compelling, have not worked 
in a scalable and sustainable way either here or abroad. Therefore, I 
must respectfully offer this partial dissent.

The report rightly emphasizes the need for all students to have 
access to great schools and the opportunity to develop higher-order 
knowledge and skills. Yet by promoting policies like the current top-
down, standardized test–driven accountability that has narrowed the 
curriculum and reinforced the teaching of lower-level skills, which 
President Obama correctly criticized in his 2012 State of the Union 
address, it does the opposite. The report goes to great lengths to blame 
a current generation of educators for their assumed institutional resis-
tance to innovation when, in fact, the problem is less about an opposi-
tion to change than it is about too much churn and change. This adds 
to disrespect and the sharp demoralization of our current teaching 
force—something that is never seen in the countries that outcompete 
us. We ask teachers to do a lot, and while we have the responsibility to 
remove those who do not belong in the profession, we have just as great 
a responsibility to provide the tools, conditions, and support to the vast 
majority of teachers who do. Public schools have been buffeted by so 
many “silver bullet,” top-down solutions and unprecedented austerity 
measures that sound reforms with the potential to drive system-wide 
student success have not been consistently and equitably implemented. 

Vouchers and charters have not proven themselves to be sustainable 
or systemic ways to improve our schools. They will, instead, deplete 
badly needed resources from the public schools that educate nearly 
90 percent of our students. We are concerned, therefore, that their 
favorable mention in this report—without accompanying comments 
about the problems inherent in each—could have the effect of “walking 



68 Additional and Dissenting Views

away” from the public responsibility and sufficient funding for public 
schooling. Decades of independent research show that vouchers do 
not improve outcomes for children who receive them or drive improve-
ments in nearby neighborhood schools. Recent polling on communi-
ties of color and public school reform (conducted for the NAACP, the 
National Council of La Raza, and others) showed that parents favor 
improving, not closing, struggling schools. Moreover, the countries 
that have enacted voucher systems, such as Chile, have not seen the 
improvements in achievement predicted by advocates. Chile, in fact, is 
the most socioeconomically segregated country regarding education 
opportunities, according to the OECD.

We applaud the support expressed for the Common Core State 
Standards, and we strongly agree that we must have high expectations 
for all children. It is incumbent upon all of us to ensure that our students 
and schools are provided the resources they need to meet those high 
expectations. We are pleased therefore to see incorporated in the report 
the recognition that schools need greater resources and that there needs 
to be an integration and alignment between those resources, policy, 
implementation, and support. Experience—both recent and long—has 
shown that we set our students and our schools up for failure if we advo-
cate for higher standards and do not provide the funding and other sup-
ports needed to achieve them. 

The report rightly decries the gaps in achievement between disadvan-
taged children and their more-advantaged peers, but it does not make a 
strong recommendation to address closing the corresponding gap in 
education funding and resources. It rehashes the too-familiar canard that 
education resources outpace results, but makes no note of schools’ grow-
ing costs associated with educating all children (including students with 
special needs or living in poverty) and rampant teacher turnover. 

Educating our nation’s children only works when it is viewed as—
and lived as—a shared responsibility. This report repeatedly moves 
away from that concept, instead placing inordinate responsibility for 
school improvement on individual teachers and advocating educational 
approaches, such as vouchers and charter schools, that are disconnected 
from public systems. Our belief is that improvements that benefit all 
children can be achieved only through systemic structural changes. 
And when structural changes are made in education, the people who 
do the work must have a say. We are pleased that the report acknowl-
edges, by its inclusion, that collective bargaining is a tool in creating true 
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education reform. It can be and has been used to create more school 
autonomy, but we are mindful that these proposals work only when 
there is real collaboration, worker voice, and real support by a school 
system for its schools.

Through collaborative efforts and shared responsibility, we must 
focus on the two primary linchpins of educational attainment: what 
students need to succeed, and what their teachers need to facilitate suc-
cess. The components of such an approach include curricula, teacher 
development and evaluation, meaningful accountability measures, and 
neighborhood schools, as outlined in AFT’s Quality Agenda: http://
www.aft.org/newspubs/press/qualityagenda.cfm.

In this country, no other public service essential to the nation’s well-
being—not law enforcement, firefighting, or the armed forces—has 
forsaken being a public entity. Public education has been a cornerstone 
of democracy and a means of acculturation for generations of Ameri-
cans, as well as a crucial vehicle by which those generations have not 
simply dreamed their dreams but achieved them. A move away from 
that public system could do greater harm to our national security and 
common bonds than doing nothing at all. 

Randi Weingarten
joined by Carole Artigiani, Linda Darling-Hammond,  
and Stephen M. Walt
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partnership through which twenty-one states and school districts uti-
lize IBM technology to eliminate barriers to school reform and improve 
student performance. 

Allan E. Goodman is the sixth president and current CEO of the 
Institute of International Education (IIE), the leading not-for-profit 
organization in the field of international educational exchange and 
development training. IIE conducts research on international academic 
mobility and administers the Fulbright program sponsored by the U.S. 
Department of State as well as over 250 other corporate, government, 
and privately sponsored programs. Previously, he was executive dean 
of the Walsh School of Foreign Service and a professor at Georgetown 
University. Goodman served as presidential briefing coordinator for 
the director of Central Intelligence and as special assistant to the direc-
tor of the National Foreign Assessment Center in the Carter adminis-
tration. He is a member of the Council on Foreign Relations, a founding 
member of the World Innovation Summit for Education, copresident 
of the Partner University Fund grant review committee, and a member 
of the Thomas R. Pickering foreign affairs fellowship program and the 
Jefferson scholarship selection panels. Goodman has a BS from North-
western University, an MPA from the John F. Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment, and a PhD in government from Harvard. 

Frederick M. Hess is resident scholar and director of education policy 
studies at the American Enterprise Institute. He has authored several 
influential books on education, including The Same Thing Over and Over, 
Education Unbound, Common Sense School Reform, Revolution at the Mar-
gins, and Spinning Wheels, and he pens the Education Week blog Rick Hess 
Straight Up. His work has appeared in scholarly and popular outlets such 
as the Teachers College Record, Harvard Education Review, Social Science 
Quarterly, Urban Affairs Review, American Politics Quarterly, Chronicle of 
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Higher Education, Phi Delta Kappan, Educational Leadership, U.S. News & 
World Report, Washington Post, New York Times, and National Review. He 
has edited widely cited volumes on education philanthropy, stretching 
the education dollar, the impact of education research, education entre-
preneurship, and No Child Left Behind. He serves as executive editor of 
Education Next; as lead faculty member for the Rice Education Entre-
preneurship Program; on the review board for the Broad Prize in Urban 
Education; and on the boards of directors of the National Association of 
Charter School Authorizers, 4.0 Schools, and the American Board for 
the Certification of Teaching Excellence. A former high school social 
studies teacher, he has taught at the University of Virginia, the University 
of Pennsylvania, Georgetown University, Rice University, and Harvard 
University. He holds an MA and a PhD in government and an MEd in 
teaching and curriculum from Harvard University.

Shirley Ann Jackson has been president of Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Institute (RPI) since 1999 and has held senior leadership positions in 
government, industry, research, and academe. A theoretical physicist, 
she was chairman of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission from 
1995 to 1999. She serves on the President’s Council of Advisers on 
Science and Technology, the international security advisory board to 
the U.S. secretary of state and undersecretary of state for arms control 
and international security, and the National Commission for Review 
of Research and Development Programs of the U.S. Intelligence Com-
munity. Under her leadership of RPI, new faculty members have been 
hired, research awards have doubled, and scholarships have increased, 
and more than $715 million has been invested in new construction, ren-
ovations, new equipment, technology, and infrastructure. Jackson is a 
member of the National Academy of Engineering and the American 
Philosophical Society and is a fellow of the American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences, the American Physical Society, and the American Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Science, of which she is also former 
president and chairman of the board. She is a regent of the Smithso-
nian Institution, a member of the boards of the Council on Foreign 
Relations, the Brookings Institution, IBM, and FedEx, and a vice chair 
of the Council on Competitiveness, for which she also co-chaired its 
energy security, innovation, and sustainability initiative. Jackson holds 
an SB in physics and a PhD in theoretical elementary particle physics, 
both from MIT.
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Joel I. Klein is CEO of the education division and executive vice presi-
dent in the office of the chairman at News Corporation, where he also 
serves on the board of directors. Klein was chancellor of the New York 
City Department of Education, where he oversaw a system of over 1,600 
schools with 1.1 million students, 136,000 employees, and a $22 billion 
budget. In 2002, he launched Children First, a comprehensive reform 
strategy that  has brought coherence and capacity to the system and 
resulted in significant increases in student performance. He is a former 
chairman and CEO of Bertelsmann, Inc., a media company. Until Sep-
tember 2000, he served as assistant U.S. attorney general in charge of 
the antitrust division of the U.S. Department of Justice, and before that 
he was deputy White House counsel to President Clinton from 1993 to 
1995.  Klein entered the Clinton administration after twenty years of 
public and private legal work in Washington, DC. Klein received his BA 
from Columbia University, earned his JD from Harvard Law School, 
and has received honorary degrees from Amherst College, Colum-
bia University, Dartmouth College, Duke University, Fordham Law 
School, Georgetown Law Center, Macaulay Honors College at CUNY, 
Manhattanville College, New York Law School, and St. John’s School of 
Education. He is the recipient of the NYU Lewis Rudin Award and the 
Manhattan Institute Alexander Hamilton Award and was recognized as 
one of Time magazine’s “Ten People Who Mattered in 1999” and one of 
“America’s 20 Best Leaders in 2006” by U.S. News & World Report.

Wendy Kopp is the founder and CEO of Teach For America (TFA), 
which is building the movement to eliminate educational inequity in 
the United States by enlisting the nation’s most promising future lead-
ers. She is also CEO and cofounder of Teach For All, a global network 
working to accelerate and increase the impact of this model around the 
world. Kopp proposed the creation of TFA in her undergraduate senior 
thesis in 1989. Today more than nine thousand corps members are in the 
midst of two-year teaching commitments in forty-three regions across 
the country, reaching over six hundred thousand students, and nearly 
twenty-four thousand alumni are working inside and outside the field 
of education to continue the effort to ensure educational excellence and 
equity. Since 2007, Kopp has led the development of Teach For All to 
be responsive to requests for support from social entrepreneurs around 
the world who are passionate about adapting the model. Today, the 
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Teach For All network includes organizations in twenty-two countries 
in Europe, Asia, the Americas, and the Middle East, with programs in 
an additional twenty countries expected to join in the next three years. 
Kopp is the author of A Chance to Make History: What Works and What 
Doesn’t in Providing an Excellent Education for All and One Day, All Chil-
dren: The Unlikely Triumph of Teach For America and What I Learned 
Along the Way. 

Jeffrey T. Leeds is president and cofounder of Leeds Equity Partners, 
the New York–based private equity firm focused on investments in the 
knowledge industries. Prior to cofounding Leeds Equity, Leeds special-
ized in mergers, acquisitions, and corporate finance at Lazard Frères & 
Co. Prior to joining Lazard, Leeds served as a law clerk to the Honor-
able William J. Brennan Jr. of the U.S. Supreme Court during the 1985 
October term. Leeds was an original trustee of the United Federation 
of Teachers (UFT) Charter School, the first union-founded charter 
school in the United States, and was chairman of the board of the Green 
Dot New York Charter School, located in the Bronx. Leeds currently 
serves as a director of BarBri, Inc., Education Management Corpora-
tion, Instituo de Banca y Comercio, RealPage, Inc. and SeatonCorp. He 
also serves as a member of the board of directors of the Association of 
Private Sector Colleges and Universities. He has previously served as 
a director of Argosy University, Datamark, Miller Heiman, and Ross 
University, among others.

Julia  Levy is the cofounder of Culture Craver, the first social rec-
ommendation engine for arts and entertainment, which generates 
custom recommendations based on the tastes of users’ trusted friends 
and critics. She is also on the associate board of City Year New York, 
a nonprofit that supports students and teachers in high-needs public 
schools. Previously, Levy was the director of communications for the 
New York City Department of Education, where she helped to imple-
ment Mayor Michael Bloomberg and Chancellor Joel Klein’s Children 
First school reforms. Earlier in her career, Levy was a reporter, cover-
ing education, public policy, and business for publications including 
the New York Sun, the Financial Times, and Hearst Newspapers. Levy 
graduated with an AB from Dartmouth College and an MBA from 
Columbia Business School.
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Michael L. Lomax has been president and CEO of UNCF, the nation’s 
largest private provider of scholarships and other educational support 
to minority and low-income students, since 2004. Previously, Lomax 
was president of Dillard University, a literature professor at Morehouse 
and Spelman colleges, and chairman of the Fulton County Commission 
in Atlanta, the first African American elected to that post. Throughout 
his career, Lomax has worked to provide educational opportunities 
for underrepresented Americans. At UNCF, he oversees its four hun-
dred scholarship programs, including the UNCF Gates Millennium 
Scholars Program, a twenty-year, $1.6 billion program whose fourteen 
thousand low-income minority recipients have a 90 percent college 
graduation rate. He also launched the UNCF Institute for Capacity 
Building, which helps UNCF’s members—thirty-nine historically 
black colleges and universities—become stronger, more effective, and 
more self-sustaining. Lomax co-chairs the Education Equality Project 
and is a member of the Aspen Institute’s Commission on No Child 
Left Behind and the governing boards of Teach For America, the KIPP 
Foundation, and the National Alliance of Public Charter Schools. He 
is a frequent contributor to the National Journal’s Education Experts 
blog and author of the MorehouseMan blog at Essence.com. Lomax 
serves on the boards of the Smithsonian Institution’s Museum of Afri-
can American History and Culture and the Studio Museum of Harlem. 
He founded the National Black Arts Festival. 

Eduardo J. Padrón arrived in the United States as a refugee at age fif-
teen. Since 1995, he has served as president of Miami Dade College, a 
national model of student achievement and the largest institution of 
higher education in America, with more than 174,000 students. An 
economist by training, Padrón earned his PhD from the University of 
Florida. In 2009, Time magazine included him among the 10 Best Col-
lege Presidents in the United States. In 2010, Florida Trend magazine 
named him Floridian of the Year. In 2011, the Washington Post named 
him one of the eight most influential college presidents in the United 
States, and the Carnegie Corporation of New York granted him the 
prestigious Academic Leadership Award. He is a past board chair of 
the Association of American Colleges and Universities and the cur-
rent board chair of the American Council on Education. He has been 
selected to serve on posts of national prominence by six American 
presidents. Most recently, President Obama named him chairman of 
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the White House Commission on Educational Excellence for Hispanic 
Americans. Padrón serves on the boards of the Business/Higher Edu-
cation Forum, the League for Innovation, RC-2020, the College Board 
Advocacy and Policy Center, the White House Fellows selection panel, 
the International Association of University Presidents, and the Council 
on Foreign Relations. 

Matthew F. Pottinger is a combat veteran of the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. After finishing active duty in the U.S. Marine Corps in 
2010, he served as the Edward R. Murrow press fellow at the Council 
on Foreign Relations. Prior to his military service, Pottinger covered 
China for the Wall Street Journal for several years. He is chief executive 
officer of China Six LLC, an advisory firm that provides clients with 
research on Chinese companies. 

Laurene Powell Jobs is founder and chair of Emerson Collective, an 
organization focused on harnessing the potential of individuals from 
underserved communities to help them build a better life. The collec-
tive supports social entrepreneurs and organizations working in the 
areas of education, social justice, and conservation. It primarily advo-
cates on behalf of underserved students. Powell Jobs also serves as 
president of the board of College Track, an after-school program she 
founded in 1997 to prepare underserved high school students for suc-
cess in college. Started in East Palo Alto, College Track has expanded 
to serve students in Oakland, San Francisco, New Orleans, and Aurora, 
Colorado. The program’s intensive academic and extracurricular pro-
gram is designed to ensure admittance to and graduation from college. 
All of the program’s graduates have completed their secondary edu-
cation and gone on to college. In addition, she serves on the boards of 
directors of NewSchools Venture Fund, New America Foundation, and 
Conservation International. She is a member of the Council on For-
eign Relations. Powell Jobs holds a BA and a BSE from the University of 
Pennsylvania and an MBA from the Stanford Graduate School of Busi-
ness. Earlier in her career, she spent several years working in investment 
banking and later cofounded a natural foods company in California.

Condoleezza Rice is a professor of political economy in the Gradu-
ate School of Business, the Thomas and Barbara Stephenson senior 
fellow on public policy at the Hoover Institution, and a professor of 
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political science at Stanford University. She is also a founding partner 
of the Rice Hadley Group. Rice served as the sixty-sixth U.S. secre-
tary of state, the second woman and first African-American woman to 
hold the post. Rice also served as President George W. Bush’s national 
security adviser, the first woman to hold the position. Rice served as 
Stanford University’s provost from 1993 to 1999 and was the institu-
tion’s chief budget and academic officer. In 1991, Rice cofounded the 
Center for a New Generation (CNG), an innovative, after-school aca-
demic enrichment program for students in East Palo Alto and East 
Menlo Park, California. Previously, Rice served on President George 
H.W. Bush’s National Security Council staff as director, senior director 
of Soviet and East European affairs, and special assistant to the presi-
dent for national security affairs. In 1986, while an international affairs 
fellow at CFR, Rice also served as special assistant to the director of 
the joint chiefs of staff. Rice currently serves on the boards of KiOR, 
C3, Makena Capital, the George W. Bush Institute, the Commonwealth 
Club, the Aspen Institute, the John F. Kennedy Center for the Perform-
ing Arts, and the Boys and Girls Clubs of America. She holds a BA and 
PhD from the University of Denver and a master’s degree from the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame.

Benno C. Schmidt is chairperson of the board of trustees of the City 
University of New York (CUNY); chairman of Avenues: The World 
School; and interim president and chief executive officer of the Ewing 
Marion Kauffman Foundation. Schmidt is a member of the board of 
the Council on Aid to Education, a trustee of the National Humanities 
Center, a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and 
former chairman and vice chairman of Edison Schools, Inc. Schmidt was 
the twentieth president of Yale University and was nationally renowned 
for his defense of freedom of expression and the academic values of lib-
eral education. During his presidency, Yale’s endowment grew from $1.7 
billion to nearly $3 billion, and the largest building program in Yale’s his-
tory was initiated. Schmidt was formerly dean of Columbia University 
Law School and Harlan Fiske Stone professor of constitutional law. He 
is one of the country’s leading scholars of the U.S. Constitution, the 
history of the U.S. Supreme Court, the law of freedom of expression, 
and the history of race relations in America. Schmidt received both his 
undergraduate and law degrees from Yale University and served as law 
clerk to Supreme Court chief justice Earl Warren. 
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Stanley S. Shuman is managing director of Allen & Company LLC, with 
which he has been associated since 1961. He has served as a director of 
numerous private and public companies, including the News Corpora-
tion Limited. He graduated from Harvard College, Harvard Law School, 
and Harvard Business School. Shuman is trustee emeritus of Phillips 
Academy at Andover and honorary trustee of the Dalton School. He is 
chairman of the advisory council for the Center for New York City Law 
and serves on Harvard’s board of overseers committee on university 
resources. He also serves as trustee of the Markle Foundation and life 
trustee of WNET. He was previously a trustee of New York Law School 
and chairman of the board of visitors of the Institute of Policy Sciences 
and Public Affairs at Duke University. Shuman served as president of 
the Wiltwyck School, a large residential treatment center with commu-
nity-based programs for boys from the inner city. He was chairman of 
the National Economic Development and Law Center, served for nine-
teen years on the financial control board for New York City, and was a 
member of President Clinton’s foreign intelligence advisory board.

Leigh Morris Sloane serves as the executive director of the Associa-
tion of Professional Schools of International Affairs (APSIA), where 
she manages programs and services for APSIA’s seventy member 
schools and affiliates from around the world. With almost twenty years 
of experience at the intersection of higher education and international 
affairs, Sloane previously worked as executive director of the Civic 
Education Project, developing a pilot program with universities in the 
Middle East. From 2000 to 2002, she was the assistant director for the 
Congress and U.S. Foreign Policy program at the Council on Foreign 
Relations, organizing roundtable discussions for senior congressional 
staff with leading foreign policy experts. In addition, Sloane worked at 
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, initially conducting foreign 
policy research and later as a program officer to establish the Middle 
East initiative. Her general interest in education reform emerged in 
the early 1990s while teaching at Veszprém University in Hungary and 
then as an administrator at the American University in Bulgaria. Sloane 
earned a BSFS from Georgetown University’s Walsh School of Foreign 
Service and an MSc from the London School of Economics. 

Margaret Spellings is the president and CEO of Margaret Spellings and 
Company and a leading national expert in public policy. She serves as a 
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senior adviser to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and as president of the 
chamber’s U.S. Forum for Policy Innovation. She is also a senior adviser 
to the Boston Consulting Group. Spellings served as the U.S. secretary 
of education from 2005 to 2009, leading the implementation of the No 
Child Left Behind Act and convening the Commission on the Future 
of Higher Education. Spellings also served as White House domestic 
policy adviser under President George W. Bush from 2001 to 2005. Spell-
ings serves on the boards of several funds in the American Funds family 
managed by the Capital Research and Management Company. She is a 
member of the ConnectEDU board of directors, as well as America’s 
Promise Alliance, the Broad Center for the Management of School Sys-
tems, and Special Olympics. She is also a member of the Goldman Sachs 
10,000 Small Businesses advisory council and the Aspen Institute com-
mission to reform the federal appointments process.

Stephen M. Walt is the Robert and Renée Belfer professor of inter-
national affairs at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, where 
he served as academic dean from 2002 to 2006. He previously taught 
at Princeton University and the University of Chicago, where he was 
deputy dean of social sciences. He is a contributing editor at Foreign 
Policy magazine, coeditor of the series Cornell Studies in Security Affairs, 
and co-chair of the editorial board of the journal International Security. 
He was elected a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences in May 2005. Walt is the author of numerous articles and books 
on international relations, security studies, and U.S. foreign policy. 
His books include The Origins of Alliances, which received the 1988 
Edgar S. Furniss National Security Book Award, and Taming American 
Power: The Global Response to U.S. Primacy, which was a finalist for the 
Lionel Gelber Prize and the Arthur Ross Book Award. His most recent 
book, The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy (coauthored with John J. 
Mearsheimer) was a New York Times best seller and has been translated 
into twenty foreign languages. His daily blog at Foreign Policy can be 
found at http://walt.foreignpolicy.com.

Randi Weingarten is president of the 1.5-million-member American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT), AFL-CIO, which represents teach-
ers; paraprofessionals and school-related personnel; higher education 
faculty and staff; nurses and other health-care professionals; local, 
state, and federal employees; and early childhood educators. She was 
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elected in July 2008. Weingarten is a reform-minded leader committed 
to improving schools, hospitals, and public institutions for children, 
families, and their communities. She has fought to make sure educa-
tors are treated with respect and dignity, have a voice in the education 
of their students, and are given the support and resources they need 
to succeed in the classroom. In September 2008, Weingarten led the 
development of the AFT Innovation Fund, a groundbreaking initiative 
to support sustainable, innovative, and collaborative education projects 
developed by members and their local unions. In January 2010, the AFT 
developed a teacher development and evaluation system for schools to 
determine teachers’ problem areas, provide targeted and continuous 
help, and make fair and expedited employment decisions. From 1996 to 
2008, Weingarten was president of the United Federation of Teachers, 
representing approximately two hundred thousand nonsupervisory 
New York City public educators and other workers. Weingarten holds 
degrees from Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Rela-
tions and the Cardozo School of Law.
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Observers participate in the Task Force discussions, but are not asked 
to join the consensus. They participate in their individual, not institu-
tional, capacities. 

Edward Alden is the Bernard L. Schwartz senior fellow at the Council 
on Foreign Relations, specializing in U.S. economic competitiveness. 
The former Washington bureau chief for the Financial Times, his work 
focuses on immigration and visa policy and on U.S. trade and interna-
tional economic policy. He codirected the CFR-sponsored Independent 
Task Force on U.S. Trade and Investment Policy, which was chaired by 
former White House chief of staff Andrew H. Card and former Senate 
majority leader Thomas A. Daschle, and was project director for the 
Independent Task Force on U.S. Immigration Policy. He is the author 
of the book The Closing of the American Border: Terrorism, Immigration, 
and Security Since 9/11. Alden was previously the Canadian bureau chief 
for the Financial Times based in Toronto and a reporter at the Vancouver 
Sun, specializing in labor and employment issues. He also worked as the 
managing editor of the newsletter Inside U.S. Trade, widely recognized 
as the leading source of reporting on U.S. trade policies. Alden holds 
a BA in political science from the University of British Columbia. He 
holds an MA in international relations from the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, and pursued doctoral studies before returning to a jour-
nalism career. 

Irina A. Faskianos is vice president for the National Program and Out-
reach at the Council on Foreign Relations. Faskianos directs program-
ming for CFR members residing outside the New York and Washington, 
DC, areas. She is also responsible for CFR’s Outreach initiatives, which 
target three constituencies—educators and students, religious leaders 
and scholars, and state and local officials. The objective of the Outreach 
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initiatives is to connect CFR with—and make it a resource on foreign 
policy for—these groups of interested citizens. Previously, she served 
as deputy national director and then national director, working to 
increase the quality and quantity of CFR programming in select cities 
throughout the United States and abroad. Faskianos was also associate 
producer of CFR’s weekly radio broadcast on NPR and assistant direc-
tor of media projects. She received a BA cum laude and an MM from 
Yale University.

David J. Johns is the senior education policy adviser to the Senate 
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions. Prior to work-
ing for committee chairman Tom Harkin, Johns had the distinct honor 
of serving under the leadership of Senator Edward M. Kennedy. Previ-
ously, Johns was a Congressional Black Caucus Foundation fellow in 
the office of Congressman Charles B. Rangel. Johns is the founder of 
DJJ Consulting, a boutique firm committed to increasing underserved 
students’ access to and quality of educational opportunities. Johns is a 
member of the Magic Johnson Taylor Michaels Scholarship Program 
committee and director of development for IMPACT, an organization 
founded to increase knowledge in the political and legislative process 
and to enhance economic empowerment opportunities for young pro-
fessionals. Johns is also on the board of Plan for Success. He is also an 
adjunct professorial lecturer at American University, currently teach-
ing a graduate-level course on education and the American political 
system. Johns graduated from Columbia University in 2004 with a 
triple major in English, creative writing, and African-American stud-
ies. His research as an Andrew W. Mellon fellow served as a catalyst to 
identify, disrupt, and supplant deleterious perceptions of black males 
within academia and society. Johns obtained a master’s degree in soci-
ology and education policy at Columbia while teaching elementary 
school in New York City. 

Kay King is president of King Strategies, an international relations 
consulting practice that advises clients on long-range planning, strate-
gic communications, program management, and project development. 
Previously, she served as a vice president at the Council on Foreign 
Relations (CFR), where she led the Washington office, ran special proj-
ects, and authored a study on Congress and national security. Earlier 
in her career, King held several positions on CFR’s staff in New York, 
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including as associate director of the European-American relations 
project and as editorial assistant at Foreign Affairs. Prior to returning to 
CFR in 2007, King worked extensively in the nonprofit arena in Wash-
ington, DC. She was vice president for external relations at the Center 
for Strategic and International Studies; director of congressional and 
public affairs at the U.S. Institute of Peace; and the first executive direc-
tor of the Association of Professional Schools of International Affairs 
for nearly a decade. King has also served in both the executive and leg-
islative branches of government. She was a deputy assistant secretary 
of state for legislative affairs in the Clinton administration and was 
senior legislative assistant for foreign and defense policy to then senator 
Joseph R. Biden Jr. King holds a bachelor’s degree in political science 
from Vassar College and a master’s degree from Columbia University’s 
School of International and Public Affairs.

Kimberly McClure is a Foreign Service officer with the U.S. Depart-
ment of State and currently serves as deputy director of the 100,000 
Strong initiative, an Obama administration initiative launched in May 
2010 that seeks to increase the number of American students studying 
in China. Following assignments to India and Afghanistan, McClure 
worked as special assistant to Ambassador Richard Holbrooke, the 
U.S. special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan; completed an 
international affairs fellowship with the Council on Foreign Relations; 
and worked in the U.S. State Department’s Bureau of Human Resources 
and Operations Center. McClure holds a BA in international relations 
from Stanford University and an MPP from Harvard University’s Ken-
nedy School. She has lived in Brazil, Egypt, India, and Afghanistan, and 
she speaks Portuguese, Spanish, and Dari. She is involved in several 
projects exploring the nexus between U.S. global competitiveness, edu-
cation, and national security. She has helped develop two initiatives: the 
Global Gateways Summer Institute, developed with Global Kids, Inc., 
which introduces underserved high school students to global issues and 
international careers; and the Global Access Pipeline, a consortium of 
nonprofits, universities, and research/policy institutions working to 
increase diversity in the field of international affairs. 
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