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I’m very honored and inspired by what our KIPP Academies around the country 
have done now that we’ve grown to fifty-two schools in sixteen states and the 
District of Columbia. When I started college, I had no idea I was going to end up 
in education. I was at the University of Pennsylvania in 1991. I thought I was going 
to take the LSAT, go to law school, and have a distinguished career as a lawyer 
somewhere. But then I looked at the calendar and realized the day I had picked 
to take the LSAT fell on the same weekend as Mardi Gras. And, because everyone 
has their priorities, it was off to Teach For America I went. Now, to be serious, I 
joined Teach For America because, like a growing number of young people in the 
country, I had a desire to be part of the movement to provide all children in the 
nation with an excellent education—and that’s what I’ve been doing for several 
years.

In this paper I will tell you a little about the KIPP program—how we came to 
be and how we are making a difference in our students’ lives. But first I’d like to 
recount a story about a tribe in Africa, the Masai, who have an interesting ritual 
when two of their warriors meet each other on the road. The first warrior will 
always turn to the second and ask, “How are the children?” The second warrior 
will always respond, “All the children are well.” This simple ritual represents the 
right focus and the right expectation—the well-being of the children—and that 
should be our goal as well.

If we ask that question now, the unfortunate answer is that not all are well. While 
some are doing great, others are not doing so hot—and many others are floating 
around right there in the middle. And that’s what Dave Levin and I found in 1992 
when we started working for Teach For America in Houston, where they made 
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me a fifth-grade bilingual teacher and Dave a sixth-grade teacher. As we embarked 
on the process of learning how to teach, we found ourselves standing on the 
shoulders of giants, as we were lucky enough to be taken under the wing of some 
wonderful teachers who literally taught us how to teach. But even when we got 
to the point where we thought we were doing a pretty good job with the kids, 
we began to realize that they were going to move on to middle schools where 
all the momentum would quickly vanish, and that by Christmastime, our former 
students would be skipping just as many classes, smoking just as much dope, and 
joining just as many gangs as all the other kids—which was nothing new in those 
middle school–high school feeder patterns. But for Dave and myself, we now had 
lots of faces, lots of names, to attach to the statistics, which made it absolutely 
unacceptable. It was very easy to point the finger at the middle school, blaming 
the teachers, the principal, the school district, the kids themselves, their parents, 
the community, society as a whole—everybody.

Then one night we took a long, hard look in the mirror and realized that we also 
had ourselves to blame. We had had those kids for a whole year, and could we 
honestly say that we had set them up not just to survive in that middle school but 
to thrive? Could we say that we had given those kids all the academic, intellectual, 
and character skills they would need to go off and do well in middle school; have 
that success spill over into high school; and have that momentum take them 
through college and lead to whatever they wanted to do in this world? We hadn’t 
come close to doing that. So back in late 1993 we sat down at the computer, put 
U2’s Achtung Baby on repeat play, and by about 5:00 in the morning had created 
the Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP).

Back then, just as today, the premise of KIPP—based on the wisdom of one of our 
mentor teachers, Ray Esquith—is that there are no shortcuts; no quick, magical 
solution for any of this. It’s all about rolling up your sleeves and working very 
hard. We designed KIPP as a fifth-grade program in which kids would come from 
7:30 in the morning until 5:00 in the afternoon during the week, half the day on 
Saturdays, and an extra month in the summer, and we’d give them two or three 
hours of homework every single night. In one year the amount of students passing 
the fifth-grade test went from 48 percent to 98 percent, giving most of them a 
gifted and talented label, which allowed them to attend a magnet middle school. 
We were happy about this until we realized that even there, no one was going to 
push the kids as hard as we had. And at the end of the day, we felt accountable not 
only for getting them to pass the fifth-grade test but also for what would happen 
ten, twenty, and even fifty years down the road. When it came down to it, we 
were going to take either part of the blame or part of the credit.
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With that in mind, we convinced Houston as well as the New York City Board of 
Education to let us turn our fifth-grade KIPP program into two full middle schools. 
In 1995, while I stayed in Houston to establish the middle school, Dave went to 
New York to begin one there; by 1999 we’d grown both middle schools—fifth 
through eighth grade.

We’re really proud of what our kids have achieved. In Houston, besides having 
some of the highest scores in the city annually, my kids have had the highest public 
middle school math scores in the entire state of Texas for several years running—
and that’s with a 99 percent minority population, 90 percent of which are in the 
free breakfast and lunch program. What Dave and his teachers have done in New 
York is just phenomenal. They recruited kids from the lowest performing schools 
in the Bronx. Today, the KIPP Academy is the highest performing school in the 
Bronx and the seventh highest of all public schools in New York City, running 
slightly behind the highly selective middle schools, but closing in fast.

With all this success, people began taking notice. In 1999, 60 Minutes did a piece 
on the kids, and the floodgates opened in some very interesting ways. The very 
next morning I received a call from a district in California, and the caller said, 
“Mike, we saw that program on TV last night; we’d like to order fifteen KIPPs for 
next year, please.” And I thought to myself, Did you even watch? Let me go check 
my inventory and I’ll ship them right out. This experience really brought home the 
fact that people are looking for a quick fix—for the next new flavor of the month 
in education. And while we recognized this situation as problematic, we also saw it 
as an opportunity to help people see the method to our madness. While Dave and 
I had been focused since the early nineties on getting our students to and through 
college, we hadn’t gotten there yet, though we believed we were on the right 
road. We thought maybe it was time for us to contribute to that greater Teach For 
America mission of one day all children being able to obtain an education in which 
they can excel. We thought we could certainly create a framework that could be 
replicated, or adapted, wherever there was a need, and so we wound up talking 
to different foundations and other experts for advice.

In 2000 we created a partnership with Donald and Doris Fisher—co-founders of 
the Gap—to create a new foundation, unoriginally called the KIPP Foundation. (I 
wanted to call it the No Shortcuts Foundation, but Don knows a lot more about 
brand names than I do, so KIPP it was.) Since 2000, the KIPP Foundation has been 
going around the country, seeking out outstanding teachers who are passionate 
about starting their own public school, and training them for a year on how to 
plan, open, and run a KIPP-like school. And the key word here is “KIPP-like.” 
We’re not trying to create a cookie-cutter model—the whole “we’ll ship fifteen 
KIPPs right out to you”—because as we all know, grade school goes a lot deeper 
than that.
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But we do feel that there is a certain group of common elements that we want 
all these schools to have. In the case of Houston and New York, both schools 
are very successful and yet have evolved into two distinct entities. You can tell 
that they’re part of the same family, but they’re not identical twins anymore—
they’re cousins. So we looked at what’s in the genetic code that after six years of 
evolution has kept both these schools on the road to success, and we came up 
with our five “pillars”: (1) measurable results; (2) choice and commitment on the 
part of parents, teachers, and families; (3) more time on task—every day, every 
week, and every year; (4) the power to lead the school; and (5) high expectations. 
If these five pillars are in place in any school in the country, the kids are going to 
knock it out of the park.

We’re on a mission to prove this because a lot of people who hear about KIPP 
come to visit our schools, but most arrive very cynical. They think we must have 
gone out around our communities and recruited the very smart but poor kids, 
and that’s why we’re successful. Or they think we’ve just fooled everyone by 
putting on a grand show when the cameras were rolling—that is, until they show 
up on any day of the week and realize we’re for real. So these people come to 
our school, and I hear things like, “This is one of the best schools I’ve seen, Mike; 
this is great, and I imagine these kids are going to go out there and do great 
things, too.” And then we get outside the door and all the inspiration dies. I start 
to hear all the “Yes, buts. . .” “This is great, but it can’t work in Chicago . . . in 
the Mississippi Delta . . . in Oakland . . . in Miami Dade.” And they give me all the 
reasons—political, socioeconomic, legal, financial—why their community is the 
most screwed-up place on the planet. And after all these visits, I’ve concluded that 
there must be five hundred communities around the country all in the running for 
“most screwed-up place on the planet.” And though I can’t win the debate at the 
door, now when I hear someone say “This is great, but it can’t work in Chicago,” 
I say, “Okay, then we need to start a school in Chicago.” In this way, the actual 
will prove the possible. We want to take away the excuses and prove what can be 
happening there both as an example and to inspire others to stop making excuses, 
because the day the excuses stop is the day the solutions are really going to kick 
in. And talking about solutions brings us back to our five pillars of success.

Measurable Results

The first pillar—the focus on results—is kind of intuitive, but as we sometimes 
tend to group-think things, it’s easy to forget about this. A strong focus on results 
should be a cultured discipline at the classroom, school, district, and state levels. 
It’s not about the input but about the output. Inputs are important tools, but 
they don’t determine whether something’s going to work. We have to rigorously 
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measure what we’re doing to determine whether it is working, and then use 
those measurements to inform—to figure out what we want to keep doing, what 
we need to stop doing, and what we want to start doing.

Choice and Commitment

Choice and commitment is very important to us—especially in the No Child Left 
Behind era, where there is a lot at stake in terms of testing and accountability. 
Though we can debate the pros and cons of No Child Left Behind all day, we can all 
agree that it has certainly captured everyone’s attention. Everyone’s trying to get 
kids to do well on tests, and though I like testing and like being held accountable 
for getting the kids to pass those tests, I don’t think they are the most important 
accountability measure of all. To me, as a member of a public school organization 
that believes in choice, the ultimate measure of accountability is, Do the kids and 
families want to come to our school? If a district completely opened up enrollment 
in every single one of its schools, I think it would be very telling to the leaders of 
that district if there’s a line around the block at one school and a distinct echo in 
the halls at some other school. Keeping this in mind allows us to keep our focus 
on who we’re truly serving—the kids and their families. As it stands now, there 
can easily be a focus on serving the state and federal government because we’re 
held accountable to them as stewards of their public dollars. But at the same time 
we need to remember that it’s about the kids and the parents we’re serving, and 
think about what we are doing to make them want to come to our school, have 
a great day, and leave, wanting more the next day.

More Time on Task

While the next pillar, more time on task, doesn’t necessarily guarantee success, 
it sets the stage for it. We incorporated this early on because when Dave and 
I were teaching, we realized that if you dissect a typical 8:00–3:00 school day, 
taking out lunch, recess, bathroom breaks, and—at least in the schools where we 
were teaching early on—the fluffy ancillary period, you’re down to four, maybe 
five, hours of instruction at the most. And that’s for 180 days—less than half the 
year. So for four to five hours a day for less than half the year, we’re asking our 
teachers to become superheroes and somehow get the kids caught up, address 
a current-year curriculum, and not just meet state standards but compete in a 
global marketplace. We’re not setting our teachers up for success to do that. The 
clock has to become our friend, not our enemy. If kids are far behind in reading, 
they need to spend more than forty-five minutes a day on reading. And there 
needs to be a method put into place that allows a teacher or school to decide to 
give two hours of reading a day—though not at the expense of science.
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So, although some people may think KIPP’s school day—7:30–5:00—creates a 
kind of pressure cooker, I argue that it’s a pressure releaser. There’s over two 
hours of language arts a day, over two hours of math a day, without sacrificing 
science, history, fine arts, or physical education. It’s more time to get everything 
done. Where other schools and districts have to make some very difficult “either/
or” decisions, we make “and” decisions. Rather than having to decide between 
more reading or more math, we do both. Rather than having to choose between 
adding more science labs or doing extracurricular activities, we do both. And that 
kind of luxury sets the stage for success.

Power to Lead

In no uncertain terms, there needs to be an effective, well-trained leader in place 
who has local control over staff and budget and who can hire the teachers he 
or she wants to hire. These leaders can allocate the dollars they receive as they 
see fit rather than being told how much needs to go into the computer bucket 
and how much needs to go into the staff bucket. In exchange, though, they need 
to be held accountable for results. In too many schools right now, the school 
leaders—and I use “school leaders” rather than “principals” to emphasize the 
word “leaders,” which is what those principals should be—are more like store 
managers. And because they don’t have the freedom to decide how to make 
those budget decisions and don’t have to decide which teachers are going to be 
in their building, they have a built-in excuse. From the beginning, they’re already 
shrugging their shoulders with the attitude of, well, what do you expect me 
to do?

With KIPP, we give them the freedom, then hold them accountable. And that 
power to lead can also hold true in the classroom. When I was running KIPP, I 
let teachers make curriculum decisions. I let them decide what materials they 
wanted to use, and so would have one teacher focusing on everyday math and 
another using Saxon math. I’d have phonics going on in one reading class and 
whole language going on in another. Again, this is about empowering teachers to 
teach in the way they think best meets the needs of the kids, and holding them 
accountable for the results. It may seem self-evident to say that great teachers are 
important, but it’s not always as straightforward as that.

Imagine there are two classrooms that you’re deciding between for your child. 
The first classroom has a mediocre teacher along with every resource known to 
man, including computers, science equipment, and a variety of reading materials. 
The other classroom is just a bare room, without even any desks, but there’s a 
master teacher. Where do you put your child? Most educators will pick the room 
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with the master teacher, but the general population—once group-think kicks in—
will forget that people make the difference, that there are no shortcuts, and will 
think that whatever little gizmos we can invent and somehow squeeze into that 
first classroom will magically transform it from bad to okay or from okay to good. 
Where there is a great teacher, there’s going to be a great classroom; where 
there is a great principal, there’s going to be a great school. No matter how many 
computers and other materials you have, or how great your facilities are, if you 
have a lousy teacher, you have a lousy classroom; if you have a lousy principal, you 
have a lousy school. At the end of the day, people make the difference.

High Expectations

As I’ve mentioned, it’s not simply about getting kids to pass the state test and be 
held to those standards; the ultimate expectation for us is allowing the kids—
from early on through college—the opportunity to do whatever in the world they 
want to do. And from that future point, we reverse-engineer everything back to 
the appropriate age and grade level and ask ourselves if what we’re doing today 
is going to help them achieve that mission or not, and that’s how we make our 
decisions and how we set up our schools.

Because I am a fifth-grade teacher at heart, I refer you to a Dr. Seuss story—On 
Beyond Zebra—to illustrate my point. In this story, a young boy—one Conrad 
Cornelius o’Donald o’Dell—is learning his letters, and is content in announcing 
that he knows them all, from A to Z. However, he is then shocked and thrilled 
to learn that there are even more letters to work with in the alphabet beyond Z, 
which most people know nothing about.

At the end of the day, if we want extraordinary results for our kids and for our 
schools, we cannot be content to begin with ordinary thinking, ordinary planning, 
and ordinary action. These things will lead to ordinary results. If we want 
extraordinary results, it requires extraordinary thinking; extraordinary planning; 
extraordinary blocking, tackling, implementing, and action. And while A to Z are 
certainly very important, as those are the basics and we have to master them, the 
A to Z world is not where we are going to find the answers we are looking for. 
They live beyond Z, and we have to be willing to go there.

There is a picture of the 1924 Tour de France, in which one of the cyclists is 
lighting the cigarette of another cyclist. Eighty years later we can look at that 
and laugh, but back then, people were convinced that smoking actually improved 
athletic performance by thinning out the blood, which made it flow through the 
body faster so you could cycle more easily through the mountains of France. That 
is a great example of a 180-degree shift in beliefs.
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What if someone snapped a picture that could summarize what public education 
looks like in 2006? If we could fast-forward eighty years, what would viewers be 
chuckling about? Perhaps it would be the signs posted in many of our schools 
declaring that “All Children Can Learn.” To me, that epitomizes the belief we 
need to change. Of course I agree with the sentiment—if anyone thinks that 
children cannot learn, they need to get out of our schools—but we need to go 
beyond Z with that expression. It’s not that all children can learn; it’s that all 
children will learn. And we need to have that mind-set, we need to have that 
deep-seated belief, both in our hearts and in our brains, and not just because it’s 
politically correct, because we’re in an age where people are not going to say 
exactly what they really think about expectations of kids—especially poor kids 
and minority kids. We have to confront the brutal facts, we have to think beyond 
Z, we have to change those beliefs so that we, like the Masai, can also say, “All our 
children are well.”
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