
1

Introduction

There is an employment epidemic in America right now: today’s students 
are unprepared to succeed in the workforce. According to a recent survey 

by the National Association of Colleges and Employers of over four thou-
sand recent college graduates and two hundred employers, only about 50 
percent of employers considered students proficient in such areas as oral 
and written communication, critical thinking, problem solving, and leader-
ship.1 Similarly, LinkedIn recently published its annual Top Skills list, which 
analyzes data across the professional social network in order to rank which 
skills are both in high demand and in low supply. The top five? Creativity, 
persuasion, collaboration, adaptability, and time management.2

I hear the same concerns expressed by private sector executives at 
events such as the Business Roundtable Innovation Summit. They hire 
employees who look good on paper, but often lack the most critical capa-
bilities needed in today’s workplace—the ability to manage a project, the 
capacity to collaborate with colleagues, and even a basic understanding of 
how to contribute to a meeting.

The most alarming part of this trend? These skills will only become 
more important as technology continues to transform the labor market. 
According to the World Economic Forum, in a report called The Future of 
Jobs, the top ten skills needed to thrive at work in 2020 and beyond include 
complex problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, people management, 
coordinating with others, emotional intelligence, active listening, service 
operation, negotiation, and cognitive flexibility.3
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This means that all students must be empowered with more than tech-
nical expertise or academic achievement to build a strong workforce and a 
prosperous society. They must develop into “Renaissance” individuals in a 
technological age. They must be adaptable, able to solve problems, and able 
to collaborate effectively.

Instead of actively building these types of skills, however, too many of 
us in education have worked to incrementally improve a system that focuses 
on showing up, following rules, and memorizing facts—the same sorts of 
skills required for jobs that employers can easily automate. Too often, our 
schools revert to the methods of the past to teach students the skills they 
need for tomorrow. And frankly, far too many of us think our job is simply 
to get kids ready for the next test, the next grade, or the next level of edu-
cation. This is a strategy that prepares them for our past—not their future.

In short, as we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century, our 
education system hasn’t changed fast enough from its nineteenth-century 
form. The rate of innovation in schools and curricula hasn’t kept up with 
our economic, technological, and societal progress. Memorization and sim-
ple comprehension no longer work. We see too many students who find 
schooling meaningless. Even high achievers are often just playing the game 
and are not deeply engaged by schoolwork. Consequently, confidence in 
our K–12 education system is eroding because we’re not preparing our stu-
dents for the world they’ll inherit and the challenges they’ll need to meet.

The real victims in all of this? The young people in classrooms around 
the country who will find it harder than ever to establish a career, create a 
home, and build a future. If we continue to teach students with our current 
model, issues with employment and equity will get worse and more wide-
spread. Graduates prepared for the older way of working will fail to find 
careers that allow them to become self-sufficient or lead satisfying lives.

If this message doesn’t resonate with you, just take a moment to think 
about all the parents you know with a daughter or son in her or his teens or 
early twenties. How many of those parents are anxious—often to the point 
of panic—about their child developing into an independent adult? And how 
about the young adults you know? How many are four-year-college gradu-
ates who now live at home or still need financial help from their parents? 
According to Pew Research Center analysis, today’s young adults between 
the ages of eighteen and thirty-four are less likely to be living indepen-
dently of their families today than at any other period in the last 120 years, 
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including during the depths of the Great Depression.4 And according to 
another recent survey, over half of parents are sacrificing their retirement 
savings in order to help their grown children pay rent, cell phone bills, and 
credit card bills.5

And these are our success stories. These are the model students: the high 
achievers and curve setters, the college graduates and graduate students. 
When our best and our brightest, our success stories, are coming home in 
unparalleled numbers, it should be a wake-up call for all of us.

It’s nothing short of a potential for social and economic disaster.

A Reason for Optimism

This situation sounds dire, right? But be assured, there is hope. I believe our 
public education system is the best in the world, period. I don’t say this just 
as a lifelong educator; I say it also as a parent and grandparent. Do we have 
the highest standards? No. Do we have the most relevant standards? We 
don’t. How can I say we have the best schools if we don’t have the highest 
or most relevant standards? I can say it for one simple reason: in the United 
States, we educate all children. It’s our commitment to equity and excellence 
that makes our schools the best.

Consider the sheer scope of our nearly two-hundred-year-old US sys-
tem of education. We now teach up to seventy-four million students a year. 
Our system is one of the most ambitious collective projects in our country’s 
history. With a few possible exceptions, no other public or private institu-
tion has proven so successful at such a large scale over such a long period 
of time. For all the hype, Google has existed for just over twenty years, and 
Facebook is even younger. Apple has been around for four decades and has 
reached millions of consumers, but even its successes pale in comparison. 
Our system of education—and the many professionals who support it—has 
kept the United States at the forefront of the global economy for genera-
tions. It has alleviated poverty and addressed inequities; it has provided 
hope and nurtured potential. It has helped hundreds of millions of people 
live higher-quality lives, raise families, and contribute to the betterment of 
society. And, of course, it has delivered some of the greatest breakthroughs 
and innovations that humankind has ever known, including the eradication 
of deadly diseases, the development of life-changing technologies, and the 
exploration of outer space.
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So let’s put aside the idea that education in the US is “broken” or that 
administrators and teachers are “failing.” The world has been changing at 
the speed of Moore’s law, and technology continues to alter the workplace 
at an unprecedented rate, but many of our basic principles and instruc-
tional practices still work. We do need to change our approach to provid-
ing students with the support and skills necessary to succeed in the future, 
but not by scrapping the system or denigrating its many thoughtful, caring 
professionals. American schools are remarkable places, capable of deliver-
ing excitement, beauty, and enlightenment on a daily basis, but it’s my belief 
that we in education have collectively taken our eye off the ultimate objec-
tive—making students independent. Our K–12 schools don’t need a radical 
overhaul; they just need a strong nudge toward a new vision for twenty-first 
century learning.

Evolution—Not Revolution

I have a favorite saying that I use in many of my presentations: “Educa-
tion needs to be evolutionary, not revolutionary. Revolutionaries get killed.” 
Throughout the last few decades, we’ve had many school reform “revolution-
aries” who have tried to completely reinvent school. In their enthusiasm to 
disrupt K–12 education, these smart, well-funded, and well-meaning ideal-
ists have failed to consider the norms of schooling that have developed over 
centuries of educational practice. They’ve underestimated the strong social 
beliefs of educators, parents, voters, and taxpayers about what school looks 
like and how it operates. In doing so, they’ve doomed school reform to a cycle 
of overly ambitious reinvention, middling results, and inevitable regression.

As these well-intentioned people debate one another, we’ve doubled 
down on standardized testing, enacting programs of false accountability and 
anchoring our students to outdated models of education that fail to teach 
the skills needed in today’s economy. While technological breakthroughs 
speed ahead, education continues to rely too much on a dated concept of 
proficiency and too little on science-based tools such as data analytics.

Yes, our schools need to evolve. But what if, rather than trying to dis-
mantle the current system and build a new one, we put the same energy into 
proven programs that can prosper within mainstream public schools? What 
if teachers could incorporate new, more effective and engaging modes of 
classroom interaction without having to discard everything they’ve learned 
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and done in the past? Sounds almost too good to be true. In The Evolution of 
Education, I provide a sustainable framework for developing the success skills 
that enable students to work, grow, and thrive both today and in the future.

Recently, I’ve had the privilege of chairing multiple national commis-
sions that have closely studied the characteristics of the nation’s most rap-
idly improving schools at three different levels: the district level, the school 
level, and the student level. Figure I.1 shows how these studies fit together 
to offer a comprehensive picture of needed change in education.

The first study—sponsored by the American Association of School 
Superintendents (AASA)—focused on the nation’s most successful inno-
vative districts. In this case, we picked twenty-five districts out of sixteen 
thousand nationwide to analyze what they did differently to improve stu-
dent performance. This work built off of an earlier national study I chaired 
for the Council of Chief State Officers (CCSO) that looked at the nation’s 
most rapidly improving schools. Because you can have a great school in a 
bad district, this study focused on what principals, teachers, and staff were 
doing within their individual buildings to increase success. Finally, I chaired 
a study for the National Dropout Prevention Center, in association with 
eleven research universities, that identified the best practices for educat-
ing our most vulnerable students. Combined, these three studies provide a 
clear picture of how our schools—big and small, and at all levels—can bet-
ter prepare students for an uncertain future.

And make no mistake: we must prepare today’s students not for a single 
career but for lifelong learning and collaboration as workers and citizens. 
Building these skills is critical for our future prosperity, given estimates that 
roughly half the children in kindergarten today will work in jobs that don’t 
yet exist. In addition, they’ll be dealing with societal problems we can barely 

Districts

Schools

Students

AASA: The Nation’s Most
Successful Innovative Districts

CCSSO: The Nation’s Most
Rapidly Improving Schools

NDPC: Eleven Research
Universities

FIGURE I.1 Three National Studies
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6 The Evolution of Education

begin to imagine. Therefore, we need to change our approach to educat-
ing students, and we need to do it in a way that capitalizes on the strengths 
of our current schools and the professionals who staff them. Applying the 
strategies outlined throughout this book, we can pull K–12 education into 
the twenty-first century, making it relevant to the current world and the 
future workplace. But like all important changes, these won’t happen on 
their own—they’re driven by leaders.

All Leaders, All Levels

As both a practical and research-based resource, The Evolution of Education 
is tailored to a broad group of education leaders that includes principals, vice 
principals, superintendents, assistant superintendents, and other adminis-
trators. Today, education leaders have an almost overwhelming range of 
responsibilities, such as school safety, whole-child growth, mental wellness, 
relationship development, and academic accountability. Throughout this 
book, I offer strategies for addressing all of these responsibilities, and many 
more. And because true school leadership takes place at all levels, from the 
district office to school hallways and playing fields, the book is equally help-
ful to teacher leaders, instructional coaches, professional developers, coun-
selors, and professional learning practitioners. The framework I provide can 
be readily embraced and employed by educators at every grade level and 
in every type of school, transforming mundane classrooms into rich edu-
cational environments that ensure the development of future-proof skills.

Beyond education professionals, The Evolution of Education is likely to 
be the book that school administrators recommend to new school board 
members, PTA members, and deeply involved parents who want to better 
understand the changes needed to improve education. The simple reality is 
informed parents and concerned citizens are the key to any true education 
reform. Offering a clear-eyed picture of both the current and future states 
of K–12 education, this book gives these readers the tools and knowledge 
necessary to support and advocate for sustainable school reform.

The What, Why, and How

To reach each of these audiences, The Evolution of Education addresses the 
current challenges in many districts and offers research-based solutions to 
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these challenges. Along the way, I debunk a few myths about students and 
educators, explore developing trends and new technologies, and explain 
what these changes mean for our profession. I start in chapter 1 by pro-
viding an overview of the difficulties—from anxiety to bullying to home-
lessness—faced by today’s students. Chapter 2 then takes a sober look at 
the future, focusing on technological developments, changing demograph-
ics, and evolving job requirements. Chapter 3 explains how best to address 
the previously discussed behavioral health issues and changing job mar-
ket through social and emotional learning (SEL). The chapter includes 
specific tools for implementing SEL initiatives in schools and classrooms. 
Chapter 4 follows with a look at the importance of creating relationships 
in schools, especially to help drive rigor and relevance. Next, chapter 5 
explores the concept of being future focused rather than forward focused, 
and provides ways to prepare students for an uncertain, more competitive 
economy. Chapter 6 focuses on the weaknesses of our current proficiency 
model—one driven by standardized testing—and explains the importance 
of growth, especially as it relates to lifelong learning. In chapter 7, I take an 
in-depth look at data, its strengths, its limitations, and its future in improv-
ing educational outcomes. Finally, chapter 8 culminates with an examina-
tion of what all these trends, changes, and new technologies mean in the 
context of the classroom.

To help readers incorporate and reference many of the ideas through-
out the book, I’ve included key Lessons for the Future and salient mes-
sages from experts in each chapter. To discover additional resources or read 
updates, please see www.leadered.com/evolution-of-education.

Technology has radically transformed both the workplace and the abili-
ties required to compete for a job. Employers across all types of industries 
increasingly require a more advanced, application-centered skill set, and 
nowhere has this disruption hit harder than in the types of middle-wage 
jobs for which our public education system used to prepare students. Auto-
mation started to make many occupations obsolete decades ago, as robots 
replaced factory workers and personal computers took over most rote office 
tasks.

These challenges are only going to get more difficult.
With the emergence of powerful new technologies—artificial intelli-

gence, robotics, computer-to-brain interfacing, and genetic engineering, 
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among others—machines will begin to replace humans in performing not 
only physical tasks but also more cognitive, “human” tasks. A public debate 
has emerged about the number of jobs threatened by AI and similar tech-
nologies, but what’s clear is that portions of every occupation will change.

The key purpose of education—at least to my way of thinking—is to 
prepare students for this increasingly unpredictable future. Therefore, ask 
yourself: Have you and your colleagues begun to take the bold steps forward 
to instruct students for the twenty-first century? And if you haven’t yet, why 
not? What are you waiting for? For things to get worse?

You’ve picked up this book, which means you’ve taken the first big step 
forward. The call to change our schools is urgent. It’s as urgent as it has ever 
been. The pace of change in our world is only increasing. The longer we 
take to get started, the harder the work becomes for all of us—administra-
tors, teachers, counselors, and parents alike. So let’s dive in now, before our 
problems become more difficult, the costs greater, and the stakes higher. 
We owe it to the next generation of employees and employers; to the com-
ing parents, homeowners, and problem solvers; to the future innovators, 
entrepreneurs, and community leaders.

We owe it to the students of today, who will become the citizens of 
tomorrow.
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