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This book, Sick Schools, is dedicated to the memory of its principal agent of
inspiration, Milton Friedman.
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Sick Schools
Diagnosis, Cure, anD Prevention
of School Maladies
David V. Anderson

Abstract

OUR STORY OF EDUCATION within western civilization starts before the printing presses of the 15th
century. Then, most children were illiterate. Some learned in small groups or were tutored. Once printed
books became more affordable, circa 1500, more students had access to them, but the numbers of teachers
were limited- for obvious economic reasons. Group instruction fixed that mismatch. Soon, graded schools
with group instruction were established- not really so much different than those of our own time, almost 500
years later.
In United States K-12 education, a student’s age was traditionally used for the initial classroom
placement that could later be adjusted by retention or double-promotion to align that pupil’s placement with
the his or her actual performance level. That has changed. Now we have social promotion in which students
rise through the grade levels of a school without actually achieving grade level mastery. This means that
report cards, transcripts and diplomas generally misrepresent the skill levels of students. Result: Sick Schools
wherein many students perform below grade level. We have statistics for this within the United States from
the Nation’s Report Card, which has been in business since 1970. Reading and mathematics skills for the
early 21st century are dire: In public schools well less than 50% are proficient in 8th grade, and by 12th grade
less than 35% are proficient in both subjects. And it is much worse for history and civics. Sadly, private
schools are not much better. What are the problems? Who should we hold responsible for this mess?
We could blame the teachers, books and instructional methods. And some reform efforts do that.
Sometimes forgotten is the role that healthy economic incentives can play in improving things. Nobel
Laureate economist Milton Friedman addressed this in the 1950’s and proposed government funded vouchers
that would give parents more control over their children’s schooling. But do they work? Yes, but not all that
well. Missing from that market is honest consumer information to replace the reality that schools lie to
parents and others about their performance levels and other characteristics. Parents are somewhat complicit
in this because they prefer hearing false good news more than the truthful bad news about their schools.
Looking deeper, there are a number of practices within schools that seem traditional, but are also
corrupt and dishonest. This book discusses some promising instructional improvements, but makes the larger
argument that a healthy economic marketplace for K-12 education is a fundamental prerequisite that will
provide the incentives to develop the new methods, technologies, curricula and institutions that will, in turn,
give its customers what they need and want. Given that vouchers alone, seem insufficient when parents have
little accurate information about school quality, we must generate that information and get it into the right
hands. We identify the culpable parties to this epidemic of sick schools and, though there are individual
exceptions, no group in this list escapes responsibility: Parents, students, teachers, unions, school
administrators, politicians, religious leaders and even the private sector of our economy. Finally,
technological developments allow schools to be structured in more efficient styles, but it is rare to see them
realized. That is ending. For-profit K-12 schools are coming on line. Some of them are the best in the USA.
They are tuition efficient operating at about a 40% discount to the best non-profit K-12 schools. Education of
our children can be less expensive and much better. We can have a new and Milton Friedman inspired
Reformation of Sick Schools: The “Free to Choose” Reformation. To find out how, keep reading this book.
x

Foreword
Honest School Information Is Crucial for School Choice
Supporters of education reform who advocate government-funded choice mechanisms, such as vouchers,
tend to argue the problems in our K-12 schools are primarily matters of economics and not directly of
pedagogy. Our view, validated by much data, extends that concept and says the economic marketplace in
which K-12 education operates needs more than vouchers to become a healthy sector of our American
economy.
In recent years we have reviewed trends in the performance levels of private and public schools, as
reported by the Nation’s Report Card, and found a modest but significant correlation between student
achievement and the level of competition created by the availability of school choice in the form of vouchers
and/or charter schools. Where choice exists, student performance levels are improving faster than where it is
absent.
Even so, the pace of student proficiency gains has been quite slow, indicating many decades will be
required for these schools to reach proficient academic performance levels.
Obviously, that’s not going to be good enough, so we must seek additional ways to energize the K-12
marketplace. An important missing ingredient is accurate consumer information that would enable parents
and others to make wise choices in the selection of schools and other educational services. Currently, most
parents and other stakeholders operate in a sea of misinformation about school performance levels and other
school characteristics. Public schools in every state we reviewed routinely and pervasively lie about student
proficiency levels. Typically, twice as many students are deemed proficient as are reported by the wellrespected Nation’s Report Card. In addition, proficiency numbers are not usually available at the school or
district level, leaving parents and others in the dark as to the performance levels of their local schools.
Private schools, in contrast, tend to hide behind their unearned reputation of being superior to their
public school neighbors. It is indeed rare to find a private school that publicizes its student performance
levels. However, the Nation’s Report Card tells us something about the national comparisons of public to
private schools: When judged by how they educate the same economically disadvantaged demographic of
children, the surprising results are that public schools and private schools are tied in mathematics, with each
only educating about 20 percent of the eighth grade students to proficient levels. For reading, the private
schools are somewhat better.
I believe getting good, honest school performance information into the hands of parents will energize
K-12 school reform and bring the desired results. When parents are informed consumers, they will make
better choices, and this will help invigorate the K-12 marketplace so the actual reforms will be nearly
automatic. When this “informational” choice is combined with vouchers, parents and other stakeholders will
know how to hold schools accountable for their results.
A problem here, however, is parents are not actively seeking such information about schools. Many
parents are complacent and believe the propaganda that surrounds the schools. This suggests a need for
additional remedies that will induce parents to want valid information about their local schools. Parents (and
taxpayers) would surely be alarmed at the degradation of their schools if they knew the truth. There are
several ways to induce them to seek out this information. One is to point out the scandals in K-12 education.
The education system is rife with conflicts of interest set in longstanding traditions of organization.
Reformers should identify these as corruption and publicize them as such. Bad schools can be sued, and the
notoriety of the lawsuits can garner attention.
The federal, state and local governments, at least when they are in the hands of serious reformers, can
act to help in at least three different areas:
•
They can enforce existing laws that would help improve schools.
•
They can honor the treaty that gives parents “the right to choose the kind of education that shall be
given to their children.”
•
The federal government can honor the U.S. Constitution by closing its Department of Education.
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With regard to the first suggestion, existing state and local laws can be enforced. For example, in the area of
juvenile criminal activity, enforcement is needed to deal with student on student assaults. As the author has
seen in his own family, schools often do not punish perpetrators of physical violence nor do they report these
crimes to the police- except in the most extreme cases.
As to the second proposal, they can enact legislation to establish more parental choices. For the
public schools, each state should decentralize its governance structure to enable local districts much more
control over school policies- including curricula and teacher certification standards. The public education
system in the United States is becoming unquestionably totalitarian. Even some within the education
establishment agree. Paul Pastorek, the former Louisiana superintendent of education, once told a Harvard
audience, “Our education system is a communist system…” I was there and heard him say that and then
heard him explain how schools under the former Soviet Union were run in essentially the same way as
American public schools are operated today.
The third recommendation is based on the Constitution’s 10th Amendment that precludes federal
government activities in areas not “delegated to the United States by the Constitution . . .” The President
could use an Executive Order to accomplish this. Courts might try to block that, but the president has the
authority to interpret the Constitution differently than the courts—as Abraham Lincoln once did.
There is much schools can do. They can advertise using honest and sobering statistics. Those who
homeschool can play a role, essentially through the grapevine. They can encourage other parents to be parttime homeschoolers by, at minimum, having their children tested independently of any school. Knowledge of
those test results can spur competition as “word gets around.”
International comparisons, when reported accurately by the media, can help. Religious groups surely
want a good education for their members’ children, so they too can play a role. Reformers can publicize new
methods and best practices, such as online, self-paced instruction.
The beauty of informational choice is that it doesn’t cost much. Private organizations can do it.
Responsible operators of schools and other educational services also have an interest in providing this
valuable consumer information through the use of honest and aggressive marketing.
But schools and their operators rarely advertise their offerings. This author made several efforts to
encourage school operators and other players in the K-12 education sector to use his school performance
estimates and data in advertising. No interest was shown.
What about such supposedly civic organizations like Chambers of Commerce, Kiwanis and Rotary?
Would they help indirectly by sponsoring guidebooks containing accurate consumer information? We have
tried to solicit their interest. No help from them. Not so far. Shame on them.
Now, who will step forward to get this started? This book, Sick Schools, has abundant information
that reformers can use to get started. As the book says, parents and other stakeholders can pester the many
responsible parties to take action.
Yes, you the reader can do something!
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Author’s Preface
I grew up in Chicago, Illinois, and have lived in many regions of the United States, mostly in its coastal
areas. I now reside in Massachusetts.
AUTHOR’S UNIQUE HISTORY LED TO AN EARLY APPRECIATION FOR ONLINE INSTRUCTION
Though not a certified or licensed expert in education, this author writes this book as one with considerable
experience in the field. Not least among the formative periods of my life was the 25-year span of time during
which I was either a full-time student or a high school teacher: 24 years and 1 year, respectively. I have what
one might call a libertarian view of education—of what works and what doesn’t. After those 25 years I found
myself with a Ph.D. in plasma physics. With that background, my career in research lasted another 22 years
before I retired early and gradually worked my way back into the field of education.
A formative event in my high school career occurred in 1957: I was a student in a physics course
taught over the television. Our public high school (Lane Technical High School in Chicago) participated in a
pilot project of distance education in which approximately 100,000 students were enrolled nationally.
The course lacked the anywhere-anytime characteristics of today’s online instruction, but it already
showed how much better the distance education format could be as compared to traditional instructional
formats. Having benefited personally from that early type of distance instruction, I can personally testify to
the value it had for me. It was one of the ingredients that later led me to pursue a career in that same subject.
AUTHOR’S INTEREST IN SELF-PACED TUTORIAL INSTRUCTION
As one might guess from the foregoing, the in-class physics teacher, Mr. Rennison, was effectively a tutor.
That is, he took questions, one-on-one, for about 10 minutes after each 30-minute television presentation.
Eight years later, in 1965, I was a teacher of physics and mathematics in a Catholic high school In
more recent years I have been a substitute
Certifications or credentials in the education field are often
teacher. I appreciate the tasks involved in
an indication of relative incompetence, given the fact that the
conducting a traditional classroom of students, academic requirements are generally lower than for—let’s
despite lacking the educator certifications
say—a bachelor’s degree in the same subject areas.
possessed by many other teachers.
Furthermore, I understand how children can fall behind in such an environment unless concerted and
sometimes costly efforts are made to remedy their deficits. This book, in part, is about finding those
remedies. But instead of the school doing all of the lifting it often falls to the parent and other stakeholders to
take on some of the responsibilities of helping these children make the grade.
Contemporary and traditional group instruction may be well paced for many children, but others will
be frustrated by a pace that’s either too fast to too slow. Obviously, the children who learn more slowly are
the ones most likely to end up in the sub-proficient category, and that is what concerns us the most. It seems
that the best remedy would be tutorial remedial instruction that would necessarily be delivered at the
student’s learning pace. When and where it is affordable, it would be preferred to group instruction—at least
for the slower students. In recent years, under the No Child Left Behind legislation, some federal grants
supported such remedial tutoring under the SES (Supplemental Educational Services) program.i
As my interests in online instruction developed, I realized that tutoring could be adapted to it. Would
this combination be a good one to use in real schools? Homeschoolers were already using online instruction
with the parent as the tutor. That inspired me to develop a plan to design, build, and establish a new kind of
brick and mortar school that would automate the routine aspects of tutorial instruction through the use of
online courseware while still keeping the human tutor in the schoolroom. In this design the students work in
the schoolroom on computers while among them are human tutors who can help them when and where the
online systems cannot. In this plan tutors either replace teachers or the teachers become tutors.
Lastly, and most importantly in this connection, the self-paced instruction implicit in an online
instructional system allows the school to be organized without age-based student groupings. Each child
advances at his or her own pace and receives certificates as the individual courses are mastered. This
removes the possibility of social promotion, because age is no longer one of the criteria for determining
xiii

student placement. If social promotion ends, then, almost by definition, every child will be placed in skill
appropriate courses for which they have adequately mastered the prerequisite content and skills. Schools like
this would be very good if not excellent.
Surely, we don’t have these schools yet. Nevertheless, we can remedy many problems that students
experience in the schools we have. Providing guidance on how to do that is a primary task of this book.
AUTHOR’S OTHER ACTIVITIES IN EDUCATION REFORM
After early retirement from my career in physics I became politically active and even ran for public office in
California. When a ballot initiative campaign, Proposition 174,
Milton Friedman first proposed school
proposing statewide school vouchers, was undertaken in 1993,
vouchers in 1955 in a report he wrote,
I joined the effort. ii I showed up at nearly every meeting and
“The Role of Government in Education,”
in Economics, and the Public Interest. A
soon was asked to direct the campaign’s speakers’ bureau for
year later he again proposed vouchers in
the San Francisco Bay Area. It was a wonderful experience
a lecture he gave in June 1956 at
working among many expert colleagues including such
Wabash College, Crawfordsville, Indiana.
luminaries as former Secretary of Education, Bill Bennett and
Finally, a printed version of these
Nobel Laureate, Milton Friedman. It was Friedman who first
proposals can be found in his 1962 book
proposed school vouchers in 1955. Later, in the year 2000,
Capitalism, and Freedom.
iii
another attempt, Proposition 38, was made to enact a school
voucher program in California. For that campaign I was hired to direct the speakers bureau statewide. But
even that better managed and financed campaign found defeat at the polls.
Since 2003 I have often been working on projects for education reform that would not directly
involve government schools. As an entrepreneur, I proposed the use of franchising to establish a for-profit
management company that as a franchisor would run one or more networks of schools. Under franchising
laws, the schools could have any of these ownership formats: Regular public, charter public, non-profit
private, for-profit private or homeschool. Our planned system would use an online computer driven selfpaced instructional program. This model would have considerable cost-savings—allowing schools to be
operated at about half the cost of current schools. Asked once to describe this proposal in a few words I said,
“Kentucky Fried Education.” But the business plan for these Stellar Schoolsiv was met with investor silence.
If there had been more energetic competition among schools and school types, maybe investors would have
come forward? Failing in that, I turned to work on plans to provide better consumer information to parents
and other stakeholders about school quality. Again, very little interest. Other entrepreneurs with similar novel
plans also met no support from the capitalists. Are they too smart to invest? Too stupid? Too threatened?
Education reform is not easy. The late Admiral Hyman Rickover said that reforming
. . . schools is like moving a cemetery. v

During this period, I formed an education consulting company, Asora Education Enterprises, through which I
further developed the just mentioned business plans and also offered consulting services. Within the latter, I
performed contract work for state level organizations in which local estimates were made of how each public
school would perform on the Nation’s Report Card. These estimates were based on an applied mathematics
analysis technique I developed that allowed the exaggerated student performance results published by the
states to be converted into more realistic numbers. Those results have been sobering.
I also delved into policy analysis. I wrote a number of op-ed pieces, sometimes alone and sometimes
as co-author, about problems in our education systems. In two different periods I was a Senior Fellow for
Education Research at what initially seemed to be prominent free-market oriented think tanks. But in each
case, I was not in sync with the unprofessional practices of the organization, which is turn led me to resign. I
wrote a booklet critical of the now, nearly defunct, Common Core State Standards. vi I once had to deal with
a disgruntled Republican governor of Rhode Island who didn’t like having his state’s testing results
challenged and whose staff tried to block an editorial I had drafted on the topic. But it was published. vii
We also published guidebooks to public and private schools in various jurisdictions. One concerned
the public schools in Maryland, Virginia, and Washington D.C. viii Four other prototypical guidebooks were
completed for schools in:
xiv

•
•
•
•

Bristol County, Massachusetts
Shelby County, Tennessee
Orange County, California
The bi-state region of Rhode Island and Massachusetts ix

I often thought that if had I the opportunity to do it over again I would have avoided physics and instead
trained as an economist. I believe that a challenge in American K-12 education is the lack of economic
incentives for reform. Had such incentives been in place my Stellar Schools might now be in operation?
AUTHOR’S SURVEY OF THE HISTORY OF EDUCATION
Though my expertise is far from that of a historian, I became interested in the history of group instruction. I
knew it was an important aspect of the schools advocated by early American educator Horace Mann and I
knew he was heavily influenced by the Prussian model of education. A few years ago, while browsing among
books on the history of education in the Brown University Library, I found a book by a (late in the)
nineteenth century educator, William Shearer, that provided two pieces of relevant insight:
•

In the early sixteenth century, Martin Luther advocated the establishment of town schools in his area of what is
now Germany in an effort to reduce the pervasive illiteracy in that era. With a more literate population, his
advocacy of the laity reading the Bible would be helped. Prior to the Reformation, most children had received
little schooling and those who did were often tutored. Tutoring would be too costly to implement Luther’s plan
so group instruction was used instead, as it was the only practical alternative. As schools grew in size, agebased class grouping evidently found favor, but Shearer provides few details.

•

In his own time, circa 1890, Shearer was quite aware of the problems of students learning at various paces in
group instructional schools. He developed a fairly complicated group instructional system, which he called
pliant grading, that would better accommodate children’s varying speeds of learning. He combined very short
academic terms, as short as one-month, with a policy of retention that reportedly helped prevent children from
falling behind. And in this system fast learning children could gain time and complete their schooling ahead of
schedule. But his system was very complicated administratively and was never widely adopted. x

AUTHOR’S TWIN APPROACHES TO EDUCATION REFORM
I foresee two avenues to K-12 education reform:
•
•

One is the development of superior instructional methods and supporting technologies.
The other is the restructuring of the K-12 marketplace to make it robust, commercial, and competitive.

I believe that both are needed. As in other economic sectors, development is incentivized by the economic
marketplace in which various providers compete to win and satisfy customers. When suitable incentives are
there, the products and services will follow. And I believe for-profit schools are needed to make this happen.
My efforts to develop a franchising system of schools based on self-paced online instruction failed
due to a lack of investment capital. The marketplace was broken. Who wants to go broke investing in such a
sick industry? Had there been good marketing to attract parents and other customers to our schools, we
believe that economic forces would have attracted capital, talent, and customers to enliven the education
sector. This says that the two avenues just mentioned are not alternative. Rather both must be followed to
find successful results. The legal framework for K-12 education needs to be enforced and reformed as well.
Getting that framework right will enliven the K-12 economic sector to the benefit of most schoolchildren.
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Preview
As important as K-12 education is to our American culture, society, and families it is a troubled part of
Americana to which insufficient attention has been paid. This is not to say that there are not large numbers of
concerned stakeholders who know that something is wrong with our K-12 systems of education. Rather we
are saying that a large number of reform minded players in this game have not been able to see the big
picture. Instead they tend to be caught up in aspects of the smaller picture from which they often draw
erroneous conclusions. From that they make well-intentioned proposals for changing the products, and
services of K-12 education, but fail to see that the larger marketplace for this sector is broken. That says:
Houston, we have a problem with the K-12 spacecraft. Its economics rocket booster is faltering.

With that understanding, our approach here is to review the methods, and economics of K-12 education, and
then propose what combination of these will likely lead to the academic improvements we seek.
We don’t plan to review the entire history of schooling, but rather discuss those developments in that
history that are relevant to the problems we see in today’s systems of education- particularly here in the
United States.
Before getting into the details of how we came to have Sick Schools,
let’s take a quick peek at five kinds of schools that run the gamut from worst
to best. It is encouraging that the trends exhibited by the five school types are
also from worst to best.
We begin with Hope High School in Providence, Rhode Island- not
far from the author’s home. As the nearby photo suggests, it was built by a
for-profit firm, and is a functioning well-maintained structure. Its students
are taught by unionized public school teachers who are not part of a forprofit firm. The building does a good job of housing these students. Its
teachers, and administrators do a poor job educating these young people, but then socially promote, and
graduate them anyway.
It is widely acknowledged that public charter schools are generally
better that their regular district public school counterparts. Our second
example, of this type, is The Advanced Math, and Science Academy of
Marlborough, Massachusetts shown here. AMSA was built by capitalists,
and is a functioning well-maintained structure. Its students are taught by
non-unionized public school teachers who are hired, and fired on the basis of
merit. Its high school uses mostly Advanced Placement Courses for which
official testing is administered by the independent College Board that
controls AP courses in the United States. Guess what? On Massachusetts’s standardized MCAS tests the
school had the highest proficiencies of any public high school in the state: 100% proficient in mathematics,
and 100% proficient in reading.
Homeschooling is next. Children in this Pennsylvania home, shown
here, are homeschooled. Yes, this house was built by a for-profit firm. Their
teachers are not paid, but are motivated by love of their own children. In their
Classical Conversations® homeschooling curriculum, children are immersed
in a Christian philosophy as they learn from a rigorous combination of
instructional materials- including Latin. They learn from their parent teacher,
they learn from other parents teaching in the program, they learn from online
courses, and they learn from their homeschooled peers in weekly plenary sessions. We know this as these
pupils are four of the author’s, and his wife’s grandchildren. Homeschooled children generally outperform
non-profit private school students. Only the for-profit schools seem to do better.
A for-profit middle school, Challenger School of Newark, California is shown next. It was built by a
for-profit firm, and is a functioning well-maintained structure. Its students are taught by private school
1

teachers who are employees of a for-profit enterprise. The teachers, and
administrators of this school do a wonderful job educating these young
people- as evidenced by their percentile rankings. For its 8th graders, and
those from its other 25 school campuses combined, in 2017 they had 98th
percentile rank for the composite score on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills
(ITBS)- as compared to all 8th graders nationally (who had 50th percentile).
Their 98th percentile is up from 93rd - almost 20 years earlier in 1998.
Basis Independent Silicon Valley, of San Jose, California is shown
here. This high school was built by a for-profit firm, and is a functioning well-maintained structure. Its
students are taught by private school teachers who are employees of a for-profit enterprise. The teachers, and
administrators of this school do a wonderful job educating these young people- as evidenced by its high
school SAT scores- highest in the United States. It’s curriculum is based on a combination of the world’s
most complete academic standards, which include Advanced Placement content standards. Social promotion
is prohibited, and teachers are hired based on academic subject area expertise. The tuition charges are about
40% lower, and its student performance levels are somewhat higher than
those of the top rated non-profit preparatory high schools. The company is
Basis Schools, Inc. It is also a for-profit EMO operator of over two dozen
charter schools. The top five charter high schools in the United States are run
by Basis Schools, Inc. Comparing them to the Advanced Math, and Science
Academy (AMSA), described above, shows AMSA in 20th place nationally.
Who profits here? Surely the owners, and surely the students. QED
One of the author’s colleagues commented that the preceding five paragraphs, in his opinion, were
nearly as important as the other 400-odd pages of the book. xi Why belabor the difficulties- ailments- of our
current crop of public, and private schools when we already have a good idea of what a reformed K-12
education system would resemble? Our answer to that challenge is to acknowledge what you might call
societal inertia. K-12 education will not have the incentives to improve unless the evidence of its failure is
overwhelming. To provide that “evidence” we need to understand how we arrived at this threshold of
reform., and to gain that understanding we need both historical, and scientific perspectives. When, and where
should we pick up the relevant narrative?
Our story begins as the medieval period is ending. The venue is Europe, and the year is 1450. The
printing press had not yet been invented. Only a tiny fraction of families or schools could afford books for
children. The only books available were those copied by scribes- usually monks copying religious, and
philosophical tracts. Absent were the kinds of schools that we take for granted such as grade schools.
Yet, teaching children about the world around them, and the skills they needed to survive, and
prosper in that world was not a new activity, and certainly predated the historical record. In that medieval
period the schooling of children was very limited, and generally only the wealthiest families could afford any
kind of basic instruction for them. Even as now, there were two distinct instructional models for teaching
pupils in their academic subjects: Tutoring, and group instruction. Both have probably been in existence
since prehistoric times. Group instruction was evidently rare until the printing press enabled it after 1455,
and soon thereafter the Protestant Reformation demanded its spread- the latter influence being felt since
about 1530.
Part I: The history of western European schools since Gutenberg, and Luther: 1450 – 1895
One of the key issues of the Protestan Reformation was the reformers’ interest in allowing, and encouraging
the laity to read the Bible. A major impediment to that goal was the widespread illiteracy in the population.
In that time, Martin Luther,xii in Wittenberg; John Calvin,xiii in Geneva;, and Huldrych Zwingli,xiv in
Zurich; among other Protestant reformers, advocated the establishment of compulsory education to reduce
illiteracy- consistent with their beliefs that all people should be able to read the Bible. These reformers also
understood that elevating literacy would bring other practical benefits that would, among other things, make
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for a more prosperous society. For example, in an attempt to interest government leaders in establishing
public education Luther said,
My dear sirs, if we have to spend such large sums every year on guns, roads, bridges, dams, and countless
similar items to ensure the temporal peace, and prosperity of a city, why should not much more be devoted to
the poor neglected youth? xv

Because tutoring was extremely expensive, teaching children in groups was really the only practical option if
large numbers were to be educated. Placing children in mastery-based classes provided sufficient economies
of scale to make it an affordable option for communities. This required education on a much larger scale than
had been previously seen. The first record (we could find) of organized class instruction was in Strasbourg in
about 1537 under a Luther colleague Johannes Sturm.xvi His school had nine grades corresponding to
ascending skill levels. Schools structured like that became known as Graded schools.
In the next few centuries graded schools expanded most rapidly in the Protestant lands. They thrived
particularly in the Lutheran regions of Prussia, in Calvinistic Netherlands, and also in the French Protestant
regions of Switzerland. As the religious, and economic benefits of Protestant schools became more evident,
groups within the Roman Catholic Church began to establish schools in Catholic regions of Europe. The
Jesuit order was the most active in that quest. As a result of that delayed development, Catholic literacy rates
lagged those of Protestant regions of Europe, and didn’t catch up until near the end of the 19th century.
Historians also found that regions of higher literacy also had higher economic output.
In Switzerland, educator Pestalozzi founded a graded school in Burgdorf, northeast of Bern, in
xvii
1799. His methods impressed many outside of Switzerland including the Prussian Minister of Education,
Wilhelm von Humboldt, who subsequently included some of these practices in Prussian schools.xviii Graded
public schools were established relatively slowly in England- probably due to its slow adoption of Protestant
culture. In the case of American schools, it was the Prussian models of both public education, and age-based
group instruction that were widely copied during the first half of the 19th century.
Over these centuries, graded schools were not placed in areas where the student populations were
sparse, and for them ungraded schools- like a one-room schoolhouse- were operated. There, multiple
academic tracks had to coexist within the classroom. Using the more advanced children to help teach the less
skilled pupils became common. In the late 18th century that practice was perfected in a new kind of costeffective school using the Monitorial systems separately devised by Joseph Lancaster, and Andrew Bell.
Swiss educator Pestalozzi also advocated a child-centered system of education in which children
chose their educational paths according to their natural interests. Also known as progressive education, many
school systems adopted aspects of its format though the various practical aspects of managing schools
limited the extent to which schools could actually be significantly controlled by the whims of their students.
Of all the grade levels in most contemporary 21st century American schools it is kindergarten where the
progressive format is most evident. On that note we also believe that there is too much progressive emphasis,
and not enough academics in contemporary kindergarten programs.
Part II: The history of American schools since the Pilgrims’ arrival: 1620 – 1950
The Mayflower, and other ships brought Calvinistic Puritans to North America in, and after 1620. Following
the patterns of their Calvinistic brethren in Europe they soon established schools in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony starting in 1635. In doing that, Massachusetts soon had laws compelling attendance at schools,
establishing a minimum curriculum, including reading, and religion, establishing primary schools in most
towns, and grammar (middle) schools in the larger towns.
As student populations grew, teachers needed help educating increasing numbers of pupils in their
classrooms. Teaching assistants were needed, and many schools adopted the Monitorial system of Joseph
Lancaster (just mentioned) as a way to educate large classrooms of students of varying ages, and skills.
Despite their existence in Europe since 1538, graded schools were not copied in the English colonies
of North America until their benefits were better understood by the United States in the early decades of the
19th century. In that period, they prominently took root in Massachusetts, and also Ohio. The large numbers
of children in rural areas required that many schools had to remain ungraded. Late 19th century educators,
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such as New Jersey public education leader William Shearer, drew on their own experiences with both types
of schools to devise strategies to remedy the problems of slow learners in graded schools. Without actually
using the terminology of self-pacing that was essentially their goal.
There are three different kinds of schooling formats that drew advocates since the 18th century:
•
•
•

Progressive formats in which students had more say over curricula, and the pacing of instruction.
Centralized systems with uniform curricula controlled by the political system.
Market sensitive systems in which parents choose the curricula, and other features.

Of these three types, and since 1948, the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UNDHR)
requires the third bullet item for all signatories of the treaty. We will discuss this in more detail in Chapter 6.
With respect to the second bullet item, the treaty also allows some curricular components to be under some
political control of the country. The United States is bound by this agreement. But we ignore it. Why?
Prior to the 1950’s there were many kinds of improvements that were technologically feasible that
were available to remedy some of the problems of graded schools. We consider three kinds of improvements
for graded schools:
1. Those that apply to all skill levels of students.
2. Those that apply to students in need of remedial instruction.
3. Those that apply to students who can skip ahead at a faster pace.

In the first of these categories many of the improvements hardly need any mention: Better teachers, better
books, better instructional strategies, new kinds of homework policies, better testing, financial incentives,
and the reduction of social promotion are among the avenues that can benefit all students.
For the second, and third categories, additional services are needed to provide these students the
additional learning they need to keep up or get ahead. Traditional means for doing this include summer
school, after school programs, and even tutoring. Other ideas for helping these pupils could include Saturday
school, part-time homeschooling, peer tutoring as well as special textbooks that focus on remediation or
advanced topics.
Summer school is interesting. It can be regarded as an augmentation for students in the first, and third
categories while for those in the second category it is more of a remedial intervention. A number of research
studies have shown it has particular value for mathematics instruction because without it during the summer
pupils actually forget some of the math learned in the previous academic year. Given that fact, summer
school in math should be considered every year, and for all students regardless of skill levels.
Part III: Distress signals in K-12 education: 1951 – 2019
As in Part II, which covered American K-12 education up to 1950, we here continue that story except we
concentrate more on the message in the book’s title- particularly we focus on the word diagnosis. We then
look at the symptoms our K-12 schools are having- including troubles in private schools.
Broad measures of K-12 health over this 69-year interval show lackluster performance of public
school students based on standardized testing in which most pupils are performing one or more grade levels
below their enrollment levels. And private school students aren’t much better according to properly
controlled testing comparisons. We believe that a fairly conducted testing regime tests comparable
demographic groups. In our studies, we compare performance levels of economically disadvantaged students
who attend these private or public K-12 schools. Doing that removes the wealth effect that would otherwise
make the private schools look better than they really are.
Another way to gauge the health of K-12 education is to consider it as an economic sector of the U. S.
economy. Over the last half century, all of the private economic sectors have shown productivity increases.
It’s a measure of how much value each worker produces each year. According to the U. S. Labor
Department, the private economy has its productivity up by a factor of 5, adjusted for inflation, over the past
seven decades. In consumer electronics, your TV set is over 200 times less expensive per unit screen area
than what we had 70 years ago. Where is K-12 education? Its sector has gone nowhere. Its productivity has
actually gone down- about 4% since 1989- according to the Labor Department.
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A properly educated graduate from K-12 schooling should have basic skills in mathematics, and
reading while exhibiting a basic knowledge of the other subjects that enable him or her to be a good future
citizen as well as a good future worker in the American economy. The subjects of religion, history, and civics
are among them. Why religion? Isn’t that controversial or even illegal within the public schools? No, there
are legal ways to teach about religion, and without it in the curriculum the students are left ignorant of its
influence in other areas of life- including history, and science. Moreover, the just mentioned treaty, the
UNDHR, also encourages signatory nations to educate children about history, and religion.
When we look at reported performance levels in history, and civics we find that American high
school students are grossly incompetent in these areas. High school seniors, we can say, are dumb in reading,
dumber in civics, and exceedingly stupid in U. S. history. That is how we label the 12th grade proficiencies
reported by the Nation’s Report Card for these subjects: 35%, 25%, and 12% respectively. Over the 20th
century, American history instruction evolved from a traditional, and patriotic narrative to politically correct
presentations that are both inaccurate, and often subversive of the United States government. The newer
history curricula often suffer from the practice of presentism in which events of earlier eras are judged by the
mores, and ethics of modern times. American culture is but one culture to consider under the doctrines of
multiculturalism. From that, U. S. history suffers as the stories of other cultures crowd out the textbook pages
ordinarily devoted to the relevant events that contributed to this country’s development. The emphasis is
clearly that of the political left. For parents who want their children to receive a balanced account of
American history they have few alternatives if they can’t afford enrollment in an adequate private school.
Such parents would have an alternative if the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, and its Article 26 were enforced by U. S. authorities. Those rights include this provision in its
subparagraph (3):
Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.

Article 26 also requires signatory countries to promote human rights, basic freedoms, good international
relations, and good relations among different religions. Under terms of that treaty, to which the United States
is a signatory, our government is legally bound to enforce this right. Unfortunately, supporting legislation has
never been enacted. That neglect puts the United States into the status of being an outlaw. Is the USA thereby
a crook? Many other countries have taken steps to honor these rights, and Article 26. But not us.
In K-12 education there are often practices regarded as traditional that under closer inspection involve
conflicts of interest, and corruption. The mere fact that schools control their own testing systems has led to
easy grading to make themselves look far better than they really are. Sometimes, educators are involved in
criminal activities such as bribery, embezzlement, and other schemes. When caught they are infrequently
prosecuted, and when convicted the punishments are often light.
Then there are teachers unions. They often go on strike. But they often have no right to strike when
that is actually contrary to the state constitutions under which they work. No less than 20th century American
President Franklin Roosevelt believed that they, and other government employees have no such legal right.
Political efforts by public educators often harm private schools, and particularly for-profit enterprises
working in K-12 education.
This picture, just described, is one of degradation. If we had the right combination of technologies,
methodologies, and incentives, nearly all of the cited problems could be addressed. In theory we do have that
combination, but we are lacking the committed players needed to push their use forward.
Part IV: Repair or replace K-12 education or some of both: 1951 – 2030
Here we move on to review what is in our arsenal of tools that can be used to improve K-12 education. There
are new technologies that are almost all based on video, and computer developments. Video, and its constant
companion audio, first in the form of synchronous broadcast television, later in the form of cable television
made significant progress during the first few decades of this period. Then came asynchronous modes of
video delivery, including video tapes, DVD, and other computer/Internet based media. Most, but not all
computer-generated instruction is accessed through the Internet while some of it comes from hard media
such as CD, and DVD disks. The content from these newer technologies looks better in color video, and that
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content can be provided, on demand, much less expensively than before. It particularly allows on-demand
asynchronous transmission of information that is quite valuable in efforts to provide students with self-paced
instruction.
There are also newer methodologies that have been introduced since 1951. Many of them are based
on history’s oldest instructional format- that of tutoring. Enabled, in part, by asynchronous delivery
technologies, teachers no longer need to instruct age-based groups within a classroom. Instead, they can have
the instruction delivered from the textbook, and from the video options while morphing themselves from
teacher to tutor to enable one-on-one assistance for students seeking help. Sometimes, in what is called a
blended environment, teachers can efficiently instruct smaller sub-groups of students while simultaneously
having the remaining students work online, on computers, or simply read from old-fashioned textbooks. One
of the most promising new instructional formats is that of flipped-blended. In that arrangement, students
receive their instruction online when they are at home, and then interact with their tutor or teaching assistant
to complete their assignments at school. Flipped blended means no homework! Students like that until they
realize that it means doing that work at the school site.
With all these promising technological, and methodological developments since 1951, it is puzzling,
and disappointing to find very few tangible benefits such as improved student performance on standardized
tests. As an economic sector, K-12 education exhibits distress, and stagnation. The incentives for using novel
tools have been lacking or stymied. To reform, and improve K-12 education requires its stakeholders to build
those incentives.
Incentives are probably best understood by economists, and a few free-market oriented economists
knew what to do or at least what to try. Nobel laureate Milton Friedman was one of them. In 1955, he
advocated for government funded scholarships, also known as school vouchers. They would foster incentives
for schools to compete. It wasn’t until 1990 that vouchers were first implemented in Milwaukee. That
frightened the public education establishment. From that fear of vouchers a compromise was developed in
the advent of charter schools that also expand parental choices, though not to the same degree as vouchers.
Research into these choice mechanisms has shown that school vouchers are popular with parents, but have
produced only minor improvements in the skills of the children using them. Ditto for charter schools. Asora’s
own research has shown, and has been confirmed by the Nation’s Report Card, that by 2013 public schools
had improved enough in mathematics to then equal the performance levels of private schools when the
comparison is done fairly., and they were closing the reading gap. There was still something missing from
the K-12 marketplace. What has been missing was good consumer information for the parent customers in
that marketplace. Without it, many parents used vouchers for private schools that were, on average, no better
than their former public schools. We, at Asora, have been offering guidebooks, and other informational
resources to give parents, and other consumers this information. Sadly, we have had very little interest shown
in this. Apathy seems to reign in K-12 education. How can that be ended?
As we were nearly finished composing this book’s manuscript we learned of a relatively new forprofit school company, Basis Schools, Inc, of Scottsdale, Arizona. They have a handful of company owned
for-profit schools, and they are a for-profit operator of over two-dozen charter schools. According to more
than one rating service, this company has the best charter school in the United States as well as the next four
runners up. One of its company owned for-profit schools is not only the best high school in the USA, but
some say the best in the world- eclipsing schools in China that previously had that honor. The bottom line
here is also financial. Its for-profit schools operate at a 40% discount to its best non-profit rivals.
As we go farther along into Part V we shall discuss what various kinds of stakeholders can do to
improve the marketplace for K-12 education. Yes, what can they do to end the apathy, and degradation.
Windup: Conclusions, and Afterword on Socialism, and Capitalism in K-12 education
As we go on to wrap-up our story about fixing Sick Schools we try to be the metaphorical physician who
takes this seriously. We want to uphold the Hippocratic Oath, and thus Do No Harm.xix As we go on to study
what can be done to help these schools, both public, and private, we know that the research we do to find
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solutions, itself, does No Harm. We do that understanding that if we do nothing, there will be much Harm
done in these K-12 systems of schools.
We then present a menu of reform proposals, but don’t get much into the details. There are many
remedies to be considered, and this author is not an expert within every nook, and cranny of education
reform. While we have discussed some of the reforms that could be tried in earlier chapters of this book, we
instead direct our focus on the reformers themselves. Among the stakeholders of K-12 education we ask who
should be hired as specialists to formulate, and carry out the details of school reform? In doing that, we talk
about which stakeholders should be pestered to take up these challenges.
If there is a common theme to our reform proposals it is that of using market forces to provide the
incentives for reform. We admonish reformers to say, no, to the socialists of public education. We look at
successes in other areas of human need where government help is a necessity for those who can’t afford
fulfillment of that requirement. So, for example, the need for food is helped by the Food Stamp program. We
suggest that the demand for K-12 education (not quite as important as nutrition) could be similarly fulfilled
by a new Education Stamp program.
Based on the wishful thinking, and theory that reader fatigue has not yet set in, we finish the book
with an Afterword segment containing two essays: One is titled Socialism, and Schools followed by another
considerably shorter (and sweeter) one Capitalism, and Schools. Ponder this: All of the physical objects in
public schools are produced by capitalists. It seems that in that context, we don’t trust the government to
produce things? It is only the instructional program that is government run. Can it be trusted to do that? Why
can’t a for-profit enterprise do that? Finally, we arrive at the place where the readers are presented with eight
avenues of reform, and then rallied to get involved, and consider doing something to help- even if it is only
to pester others into action.
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