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Foreword

This important book describes some very different approaches to teaching and learn-
ing for high school students, which are proving to be much more successful than the
conventionalmethods widely used in schools today. Bob Lenz and his colleagues under-
stand that a good education means much more than preparing students to take a test.
They focus relentlessly on teaching and assessing the skills that matter most for college,
work, and learning in the 21st century. They motivate students by giving them authen-
tic and challenging work; they assess students’ portfolios of work to determine college
readiness, and require every student to present and defend their work. Perhaps most
important, even though their approach is both challenging and demanding, they have
been especially effective working with the students most at risk.

In their introduction, the authors describe some of the reasons why a very different
approach to education is essential today. But inmy experience,many educators, parents,
and community leaders do not fully understand the economic consequences for our
students and for our country if we do not reimagine America’s schools.

The global economic meltdown that began in 2008 has hastened the elimination of
many kinds of jobs. In their important book The Second Machine Age: Work, Progress,
and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant Technologies, MIT economists Erik Brynjolfsson
and Andrew McAfee discuss the accelerating pace of robotization of jobs. Half a dozen
years ago, no one thought that machines could handle a task as complex as driving
in heavy traffic. The Google driverless car has proved otherwise, and computers now
compile and write complex financial reports and compete successfully against humans
in chess and Jeopardy!

Although the popular media have reported the declining rates of unemployment
as good news, the reality is that growing numbers of people—especially young

xvii
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people—have given up looking for work altogether. As I write this in the spring of
2014, the percentage of Americans who either have jobs or are looking for work is
63 percent and is at the lowest point since women began entering the labor force in
significant numbers in the late 1970s. Young people in their twenties have been hardest
hit of all, with one in five neither in school nor employed.

Nor does the unemployment rate say anything about the quality of jobs available.The
vast majority of jobs that have been created in recent years are minimum-wage service
and sales jobs.The result of all of these trends, economists tell us, is that the gap between
the rich and the rest of us is greater than at any time in this country’s history since 1929.

Historically, college graduates have always had an easier time finding jobs and earned
considerably more than high school graduates over the course of their work life. It is
no surprise, then, that an increasing number of young people are enrolling in college
in response to this jobs crisis. Indeed, the mantra of many of our policymakers and
educators is that all students should graduate from high school “college ready.” As a
result, the college attendance rate in this country is the highest it has ever been.

However, there is a growing body of evidence that attending college might not be
the good investment it once was. College tuitions have increased 72 percent since
2000, while income earned by twenty-four- to thirty-five-year-olds has declined nearly
15 percent and median family income has declined 10 percent. To close this gap,
students and their families are borrowing more money than ever. College debt recently
exceeded credit card debt in this country—over $1 trillion. Students now graduate
with an average combined family debt of more than $30,000.

That is, if they graduate at all. Colleges have done nothing to stem the horrible attri-
tion rate of students. Of the students who enroll in colleges, only about half complete
any sort of degree.The completion rate at our community colleges—wheremany of our
most disadvantaged students enroll—is less than 30 percent.

Then there is the problem of the job prospects for our recent college graduates. The
combined unemployment and underemployment rate of recent college graduates is
53 percent—and is up slightly from a year ago. Far too many of our college graduates
are finding that the only kinds of jobs they can get do not require a BA degree and
certainly do not pay a college-graduate wage. We talk a lot about government debt in
this country, but the debt I worry about most is the debt of our college graduates. It is
the only form of personal debt that cannot be eliminated by filing for bankruptcy.

This dismal employment picture for recent college graduates exists at a time when
employers say they cannot fill available positions for highly skilled workers. This is
because there is a profound mismatch between what students learn in college and

xviii Foreword
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what employers say they need. It is not merely a matter of students picking the wrong
college major. Employers say they do not care what job applicants’ college majors
are. They care about skills. According to a recent survey of employers conducted on
behalf of the Association of American Colleges and Universities, “Nearly all those
surveyed (93 percent) agree, ‘a candidate’s demonstrated capacity to think critically,
communicate clearly, and solve complex problems is more important than their
undergraduate major.’”1 The Seven Survival Skills that I wrote about in The Global
Achievement Gap are more important than ever to employers.

As necessary as these skills are, they are no longer sufficient. Employers want some-
thing more from new hires now. Over and over again, business leaders have told me
that they want employees who can “just go figure it out”—who can be creative prob-
lem solvers or innovators. In my most recent book, Creating Innovators: The Making
of Young People Who Will Change the World, I explore what parents and teachers can
do to develop these capacities. I describe the teaching methods that most successfully
develop the skills needed in an increasingly innovation-driven economy—precisely the
same methods, in fact, that Bob and his colleagues are using.

One of my most striking findings in interviews with young creative problem solvers
in their twenties is that many became innovators in spite of their excellent schools, not
because of them. Students who went to Harvard, MIT, Stanford, and Carnegie Mellon
all told me that it was the rare outlier teacher who had truly made a difference in their
development.

Toomany of our college graduates are not learning any of the skills that matter most.
In a recent study that involved twenty-three hundred undergraduates at twenty-four
institutions, Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa analyzed data from the Collegiate Learn-
ing Assessment, a state-of-the-art test of writing, problem solving, and critical thinking
skills. They found that, after two years of college, 45 percent of the students tested were
no more able to think critically or communicate effectively than when they started
college. Their book, Academically Adrift, makes a compelling case for the need to fun-
damentally rethink the nature of a college education and accountability for results.

Employers are beginning to wise up to the fact that students’ college transcripts,
GPAs, and test scores are a poor predictor of employee value. Google famously used
to hire only students from name-brand colleges with the highest GPAs and test scores.
However, according to recent interviews with Laszlo Bock, senior vice president of
people operations at Google, these data are “worthless” as predictors of employee
effectiveness at Google. The company now looks for evidence of a sense of mission and
personal autonomy and is increasingly hiring people who do not have a college degree.

Foreword xix
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Even the interview questions they pose have changed. In the past, Google interviewers
asked prospective employees brain-teaser questions like how many Ping-Pong balls
can you get into a 747 or how many cows are there in Canada. Now they want them to
talk about a complex analytic problem they have tried to solve recently.2

Our schools are not failing, as many claim; rather, they are obsolete. We continue to
focus far toomuch time on teaching and testing content knowledge that can be retrieved
from the Internet as needed. Knowledge has become a free commodity, like air, so the
world no longer cares howmuch our students know.What the world cares about—what
matters most—is what our students can do with what they know.

The Envision schools are successfully preparing all students for college, as the results
of the recent SCOPE studies show.3 And they are doing so much more than that.
Through their project-based approach to learning, they are equipping students with
the skills needed to be “innovation ready,” as well as preparing them for the complex
challenges of continuous learning and citizenship in the 21st century. Finally, the Envi-
sion schools are contributing in significant ways to the essential “educational research
and development” needed to reimagine our schools for the twenty-first century.

Tony Wagner
Tony Wagner currently serves as Expert In

Residence at the Harvard University Innovation Lab and is the
author of five books. Previously, he was the founder and

codirector of the Change Leadership Group at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education for more than a decade.
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Introduction

Why Learning Must Go Deeper

My first year in college was amazing. Everything that you guys taught us here, I use.
Every, single, thing.

—Envision Schools graduate (2011)

You’ve either heard the claim or reached the conclusion on your own: the world is chang-
ing, and our schools are not keeping up.

If you still need some convincing, there are entire books that lay out the argument
persuasively. There may be some disagreement around how we got to this point and
which facet of the complex problem is most pressing, but those who worry about our
schools point to the same facts. America’s public education system once led the world;
now it wheezes in the middle of the pack. A system meant to break down walls of class
and race is now implicated in building them up. Because of globalization and advances
in technology, the kinds of jobs that created and defined the American middle class are
vanishing before our eyes. A troubling number of kids don’t like school; a tragic number
are dropping out. And despite generations of rhetoric around reform, the typical stu-
dent’s day-to-day classroom experience has hardly changed in a hundred years.

1
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Great Books on the Need for Educational Change

Ted Sizer (1985), Horace’s Compromise

Deborah Meier (1995), The Power of Their Ideas

Linda Darling-Hammond (1997), The Right to Learn

David Conley (2005), College Knowledge

Tony Wagner (2008), The Global Achievement Gap

It’s this last fact that most concerns this book, not because it is more important but
because it is the one that educators can act on most concretely. It is also a fact easily
overlooked. In recent years, education has enflamed intense debate. You would think it
was the direction of change, rather than the absence of change, that could provoke such
anger. But examine the labels on all our hot buttons: testing, tenure, teacher evaluation,
charter schools, vouchers, trigger laws, unions, rubber rooms, No Child Left Behind. . . .
While these controversies crash into adult sensibilities, they barely ripple into the typical
day of the typical student at the typical school in America. Harvard education professor
Jal Mehta (2013) sums up the last hundred years: “On the whole, we still have the same
teachers, in the same roles, with the same level of knowledge, in the same schools, with
the same materials, and much the same level of parental support.”

This book is for those who agree that school should be different and are wondering
how to go about making it better. It is a book about school design. It’s not the only thing
that must change to fix the problems of American education, but it’s an essential one
and the one our experience speaks to.

ABOUT ENVISION EDUCATION AND THE AUTHORS
Over ten years ago, after earning acclaim for his leadership of an innovative academy
within a comprehensive high school, Bob founded the first Envision school, dedicated
to the ideas of performance assessment and project-based learning. He recruited
a team of teachers before he had a school building secured. Justin was the second
teacher hired.

The summer before we opened our doors, there was a building but still no furni-
ture. For two months, we sat on the floor of an empty room and designed our school.
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That initial design grew into three schools, a small charter management organization,
an educational consulting division, and now the book in your hands.

Along the way, Envision Schools garnered national recognition for its innovations
in performance assessment, its graduation portfolio system, its rigorous and integrated
approach to project-based learning, its workplace learning internships, and its person-
alized learning environment that have been so successful in getting students into college
who were statistically not likely to go. We serve students who come from low-income
families (almost 70 percent qualify for free and reduced lunch) and whose parents did
not go to college (almost 80 percent of our students will be the first in their families to
graduate from college). (Figure I.1 details the demographics of Envision Schools.)

Because college success is the goal we have for our students, college success is how we
measure our performance. Case studies on our schools, published by Stanford Univer-
sity researchers (Cook-Harvey, 2014; Lewis-Charp & Law, 2014), found that Envision
Schools graduates are entering and persisting in college at rates far ahead of their demo-
graphically comparable peers. One hundred percent of African American and Latino
2012 graduates completed the courses required for University of California/California
State University eligibility at Impact Academy, an Envision school. Statewide, the rates
are 34 percent and 39 percent, respectively. Whereas only 8 percent of all low-income
students nationwide earn a bachelor’s degree by their mid-twenties (Mortenson, 2010),
at our City Arts and Tech High School (CAT), 72 percent of 2008 graduates and 85 per-
cent of 2009 graduates are persisting into their fourth and fifth years of college or have

Figure I.1 Envision Schools’ Demographics, 2013–2014
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Figure I.2 College Persistence Rates
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Note: Nationwide numbers indicate the percentage of students who attained a bachelor’s
degree within six years of matriculating at a four-year college (2004–2009). Adapted from
Persistence and Attainment of 2003–4 Beginning Postsecondary Students: After 6 Years, by
A. W. Radford, L. Berkner, S. C. Wheeless, and B. Shepherd, 2010, Washington, DC: National
Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2011/2011151.pdf. The
Envision Schools number indicates the percentage of all Envision alums who are enrolled in col-
lege and working toward a bachelor’s degree or have already earned one. Based on data from
the National Student Clearinghouse.

already graduated. Figure I.2 provides more detail on how Envision’s college persistence
rates compare to relevant national averages.

From this success was born Envision Learning Partners (ELP), a division of Envi-
sion Education that partners with schools and districts nationwide that are inspired
by our school design and the results it has generated. (Sally served as the executive
director of ELP from 2013 to 2014.) Currently ELP is working directly with teachers
and schools in seven states (New York, Delaware, Washington, Massachusetts, Michi-
gan, California, and Hawaii), impacting more than ten thousand students; in addition,
we are supporting the efforts of several large school systems, including Los Angeles
Unified, the Educational Achievement Authority in Detroit, Sacramento City Unified,
Oakland Unified, and awardees of the US Department of Education’s Race to the Top -
District competition.
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