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J. B. Schramm and E. Kinney Zalesne of

, have provided a nice
summary of the part of the Race to the Top
Guidelines that deal with high schools. Once
again, Obama’s Department of Education has
proven to be an able policymaker. Giving out
huge amounts of money, while subtly shifting
policies has been very successful in changing
the education reform landscape in the
country.

Being effective is not the same thing as being
right though. The refocus on college
preparation is good for college-bound kids; it
does little for those who do not wish to p
ursue higher education. Although the
guidelines speak of career and college
readiness, they do not mention vocational
schools once. The focus on increasing the
number of college graduates is misguided, as
| have argued in the past. There is no
evidence the number makes any difference.
Moreover, the increasing competition among
the nation’s colleges, and the increasing

pressure to enroll in college may contribute to
the race to the bottom in higher education.

High schools do not work; this much is clear.
The problem is institutional; it is not because
of the lack of implementation efforts. High
schools do not work, because they are hugely
wasteful in terms of cost of knowledge. Most
kids have very little economic incentive to
work hard in high school, unless they are
planning on applying to a few elite colleges.
Even those few are intent on learning, but end
up doing much of it outside of schools. We
need to create real incentives for students to
learn, and make sure self-directed learning
outweighs teaching. Teachers should be like
doctors — you come to them when you need
help.
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