
Urban public high schools in the United States are failing to educate their 

students. This failure is most pronounced for African-American and Latino 

students. On the National Assessment of  Educational Progress, 74 percent 

of  white twelfth-grade students scored at or above the basic level, and only 

20 percent scored at or above profi cient. For black students, only 31 percent 

scored at or above basic and 3 percent scored at or above profi cient level. In 

science, the gap is even greater. In reading and social studies, the achievement 

gap between the races remains very high, although there are some data sug-

gesting it may be shrinking.

The effect of  this failure is a missed opportunity for young people to learn, 

become engaged, overcome the economic disadvantages of  their families, 

and embark upon lives of  further education and citizenship. It is also a 

missed opportunity for the nation to redress some of  the inequality that 

characterizes our society and to develop the leadership potential of  millions 

of  young people.

Urban public high schools are starkly segregated by race and class, echoing 

neighborhood patterns in most cities and suburbs. Three-quarters of  black 

and Latino students go to schools with predominantly minority populations 

and the average white student goes to a school that is 80 percent white. In cases 

where large public high schools are integrated, internal tracking (usually based 

on standardized tests) predetermines differential educational experiences and 

outcomes for children of  different race and class backgrounds.

High school education fails to engage students in any signifi cant way. Stu-

dents do not see the relevance of  what they are required to learn, nor are they 

interested. Students who have hopes of  going to college suffer through the 

experience in order to reach that goal, while many others drop out.
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Most urban public high schools are huge (more than 2,000 students), 

bureaucratic, and alienating institutions, where security, control, and discipline 

have become the most important concerns. Many students fail to establish 

signifi cant personal relationships with adults while they are at school, and 

as the much publicized incidents of  violence over the past few years have 

shown, adults often fail to see when students are in great need.

The dominant form of  high school reform includes the development of  

standards, back-to-basics education to meet those standards, and standardized 

testing. A growing number of  states are using high-stakes standardized tests 

as the single mechanism to determine whether students graduate from various 

levels of  school. This strategy exacerbates students’ lack of  engagement and 

leads to increased dropout rates, particularly among African-American and 

Latino students. Increased emphasis on test results further bureaucratizes the 

educational environment in schools and deadens teachers’ creativity.

Thirty years of  mandatory and voluntary desegregation schemes have not 

succeeded in integrating public schools. White fl ight into suburbs and private 

schools have exacerbated this problem. In many large schools that appear to 

be integrated on paper, internal tracking into vocational education, gifted and 

talented programs, and other such strata leads to de facto segregation.

One approach that is having some success is the small schools movement, 

in which High Tech High plays a leading role. This reform effort seeks to 

germinate small, diverse schools with high expectations for all students. 

These schools are either started new or are created by breaking large existing 

high schools into smaller units. The weakness of  this approach is its scale—

can it truly reach all students, particularly those who are in the greatest need 

of  a dramatic change in their educational environment?

The idea behind High Tech High is to create a model high school based on 

principles that come out of  research (such as the New Urban High School 

Project) and experience in urban schools, followed by a network of  similar 

schools that offer urban students an academically and technically rich 

experience. Its purpose is also to bring a diverse range of  underrepresented 

students (i.e., females and minorities) into leadership positions in science and 

engineering in their communities.
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The school is designed upon three principles:

1. Personalization—Students learn better when teachers know them 

well. High Tech High provides individually crafted support and 

planning to match each student’s interests and needs. Each student 

has a faculty advisor, develops a customized learning plan, and 

creates a personal digital portfolio as a repository of  achievement 

and aspiration.

2. Adult World Immersion—Through internships and projects based 

in the community, students at High Tech High collaborate with 

adults on work whose success has meaning well beyond the fi nal 

grade. As students see the relevance in their learning, they become 

more engaged and responsible. They also are exposed to many 

different kinds of  careers, resulting in increased interest in higher 

education, particularly for students who did not previously think of  

themselves as college bound.

3. Common Intellectual Mission—At High Tech High, every student 

works to meet the same high standards for knowledge and skills. A 

special focus is placed on ending the digital divide that refl ects current 

ethnic, class, and gender inequities. There is no distinction between 

college preparatory and technical education. School enrollment is 

by lottery, and the school commits to demonstrating equivalent 

academic gains across a student body representative of  the district’s 

population. Most importantly, all work at every grade level refers to 

fi ve schoolwide “habits of  mind”—perspective, evidence, relevance, 

connection, and supposition.

High schools are one of  the least changed public institutions in America 

today; they still operate on a model established 100 years ago. The design 

principles described above challenge the way high schools are run in almost 

all aspects: teaching, scheduling, relationship to the outside world, and 

assessment.

The original High Tech High currently enrolls 300 students and will grow 

to 400 next year, including its fi rst full senior class; a middle school is also 

planned, which will be operational in 12 months. The institution also serves 

as a lab school and hosted 1,000 visitors last year who were interested in 

High Tech High



182

replicating some aspects of  its practices. High Tech High (HTH) Learning 

is our replication organization which is working with schools across the 

country. High Tech High (HTH) will help to start nine new schools over the 

next few years and will offer assistance and services to many more.

In six months, fi ve new schools will be open across the country in Philadelphia; 

New Bedford, Massachusetts; Los Angeles; Oakland; and Denver. In twelve 

months, seven new schools will be open. And in eighteen months, nine new 

schools will be open.

Beyond the replication of  network schools, HTH Learning offers the 

school’s curriculum and lessons learned to interested educators around the 

world. An annual summer institute offers training to teams that are starting 

similar schools in other cities. As often as I can, I promote the need for urban 

high school reform and the High Tech High principles in public forums and 

to educators, businesspeople, and policy makers.

We are also aware that there is a great need for new teachers who are trained 

in project-based education. Accordingly, we are working with the state of  

California to develop a teacher certifi cation program that will enable young 

people and mid-career professionals to earn a state teaching certifi cate at 

High Tech High through a combination of  seminars and internships.

Financially, High Tech High will sustain itself  on per pupil funds by 2005. 

HTH Learning has secure funding for fi ve years and has a business model 

that includes an increasing share of  fee-for-service income after the fi fth 

year.

The organization will sustain itself  by continuing to develop the skills of  new, 

young teachers, supporting the leadership of  more experienced teachers, and 

sending the latter out to develop and lead new schools.

High Tech High has already shown itself  to be quite successful on 

standardized tests, the current litmus test of  most public systems. The most 

important measure of  success, however, will be high rates of  college entry 

and completion for our students. Thus far, 100 percent of  our fi rst graduating 

class is going to college.
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