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In thinking about where we’re heading, it’s a good idea to think back on where 
we’ve been. In 1906 David Snedden and John Dewey publicly debated the 
goals of vocational education. David Snedden said that certain kids should be 
prepared for their “evident and probable destinies,” and Dewey replied that that 
would be undemocratic, that those “probable destinies” would be predicted by 
the education and economic levels of one’s parent, and that it would segregate 
teaching to use your head from teaching to use your hands, which would also 
be industrially inefficient. Dewey also said at the time that he’d rather have one 
school former than one hundred school reformers.

Right after law school, to my eighty-four-year-old mom’s continuing chagrin, I 
taught carpentry for eleven years in Boston public high schools. During that time, 
I realized that my working-class carpentry students were every bit as bright as 
the middle-class kids I’d just gone to law school with, and so in a way I acutely 
experienced that segregation myself. Dewey said that understanding derives from 
activity, and I think that the work I do derives largely from this sentiment. It was 
in 1915 that he also wrote The Schools of Tomorrow, and these are schools that 
we are still waiting to see.

High Tech High: A History

In San Diego in 1996–98, there was a group of forty people, including civic and 
high-tech industry leaders, who had made donations to the school district and 
were very frustrated by the lack of return on their investment. The economy in 
San Diego had successfully converted from a military economy to one based in 
telecommunications and biotechnology, and there was a dearth of H1-B visas. 
It was not a xenophobic concern—they loved the people they were bringing in 
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from Pakistan and Korea, but they just couldn’t attract enough of them, and so 
they thought, Why don’t we do something for the kids living south of 8? (Eight 
is the interstate that runs east–west; south of 8 is literally the other side of the 
tracks.) And that was how the idea for High Tech High got started. I brought to the 
table my own effort in heading up the New Urban High School Project (NUHS) 
for the U.S. government’s Office of Vocational and Adult Education. NUHS was a 
large effort to find, describe, and design models for new urban high schools across 
the United States by studying existing inner-city schools. There are about 7,400 
urban high schools, and we had access to every well-seasoned, well-traveled 
observer on the national landscape. Traveling throughout the country looking at 
public high schools was an extremely sobering experience. If this country had 
public health and public housing for all, you would not, if you were sick, have to 
go to a hospital; you would not, if you were tired, have to sleep in a tenement. 
But under the Compulsory Education Act, children are required to participate in 
this system every day. And as this is essentially a taking of liberty, students should 
receive in return just compensation, meaning that the quality of instruction must 
be good and the roof cannot leak. But in these urban high schools, the quality of 
instruction is frequently not good and the roof does leak.

So in our vision for High Tech High, we adapted the design principles that we came 
up with from the New Urban High School Project and decided on one metric—
college entrance and completion rates of high school grads. Why? Because in our 
society, there is no longer a benefit to merely graduating high school, at least in 
terms of job placement and wage rates—meaning there is nothing that a high 
school degree gets you that dropping out in the tenth grade won’t. Entrance 
into the military was the one thing left, but that was dropped in November 2005 
because of the increasing difficulty recruiting kids. So my hypothesis is that kids 
are being better served if they’re not segregated from those who are planning to 
go to college and not excluded from the expectation that they might. The very fact 
that we’re still talking about this brings to mind Thurgood Marshall’s oft-quoted 
comment about 1955’s second Brown v. Board of Education ruling that schools 
should be desegregated “with all deliberate speed”: that ‘all deliberate speed’ 
actually means ‘slow.’ The schools in the United States are more segregated 
now than they were in 1953—most acutely in New York, Illinois, Michigan, and 
California. So with High Tech High, we wanted to create schools built on the 
three design principles that came from our findings in NUHS: personalization, 
adult-world connection, and common intellectual mission.

Rosenstock



101

Personalization

By “personalized” I mean small. People often wonder why we’re making schools 
for four or five hundred students when other schools currently have two or three 
thousand. I tell them to look at the student rolls at the selective private schools 
across America. Why do all these schools have about four hundred students? 
These ideas didn’t fall from the sky. In 1950, James Conant—then president of 
Harvard—coined the expression “comprehensive high school,” and in doing 
so said we should have comprehensive high schools in which the senior class 
consists of one hundred students. Each student at High Tech High has a staff 
advisor who keeps an eye on his or her development and acts as the point person 
for the student’s family. Students pursue their interests through project-based 
work, compiling their best work in individual digital portfolios. Classes are small 
and focused on individual and small-group learning. Students with special needs 
receive individual attention while being fully involved in the program model. 
High Tech High currently has a higher percentage of special education kids than 
anywhere in the district, county, or state.

Adult-World Connection

This comes as a response to the 1300s notion of schooling as a citadel, in which the 
school becomes a place where we isolate adolescents from the adult world that 
they’re preparing to enter. One way to keep the connection between children 
and the world around them is through internships. All of our students participate 
in well-structured internships in the private and public sectors in their junior and 
senior years. In the earlier grades, there are many opportunities for students 
to engage and work with adults in the greater community. In addition, students 
demonstrate what they are learning through their work, which is displayed 
throughout the facilities and in the public sphere—including at science fairs and 
exhibitions. Our students have even published books, including Perspectives of 
San Diego Bay: A Field Guide.

Common Intellectual Mission

There is absolutely no segregating of kids when they get to this school; the 
program qualifies all students equally for both college and success in the 
workplace. We do not have leveled classes, and we don’t have AP. We realize that 
to prepare kids for success, they need to be able to achieve more than just a 4.0 
average. The curriculum at High Tech High is rigorous, and teachers spend a lot 
of time creating assignments, devising assessment methods, and gauging student 
progress. Starting in the sixth grade, all of our teachers are obligated to post a 

High Tech High: Giving All Students the Same Tools to Succeed



102

full-year’s syllabus online before the beginning of the school year. It doesn’t need 
to be set in stone—they can certainly deviate from it if need be—but school 
leaders, families, and even colleagues need to know that teachers have actually 
thought their curriculum through. Syllabi at the high school level have two tiers 
to them—one designed for the standard grade level, the other for honors. In 
our school, a student who’s following a regular curriculum and a student who’s 
following an honors curriculum can be in the same class at the same time with the 
same teacher. In this environment, since the kids who are taking honors are sitting 
right there, a kid not taking honors can say, “Hey, if that kid’s doing it, so can I.”

Students are accepted into High Tech High through a blind, zip-code-based 
lottery. We’re not allowed to use race as a determinant under Proposition 209. 
Because housing segregation causes school segregation, census data gives us the 
percentage of kids that reside in, not go to school in, every zip code area, and we 
use an algorithm that randomly picks the kids without knowing anything about 
them—transcript, grades, whether they have an IEP. It just knows their name, 
what grade they’re applying to, and what zip code they live in. Employees’ kids 
get in automatically.

Currently we have four high schools, two middle schools, and one elementary 
school. So far we have graduated three classes. One hundred percent of them 
have gone to college—80 percent to four-year colleges. Sixty percent of them 
are first-generation college attendees. Twenty-nine percent of our graduates are 
majoring in math or science, compared to the national average of 17 percent. 
We do not teach to the tests, but we still have the highest scores in the state of 
California.

Highly Qualified Teachers

I taught for five years at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and have hired 
hundreds of teachers, and I do not perceive the empirical link between credentials 
and quality of teaching. A recent letter in the New York Times argued that we 
need graduate schools in education because where else can someone learn how 
to manage a middle school classroom? I thought, Now that is the worst example 
of what a grad school should be doing. You learn how to manage a middle school 
classroom in a middle school classroom, not at a graduate school of education. 
There are a lot of people who come to us wanting to teach. We hire about 
3 percent of the teachers who apply—it’s the most important part of what we 
do. Now I want to separate this from teacher preparation and staff development. 
We have a 180-day school year; our teachers meet 180 mornings a year for an 
hour before school starts, and then they have 15 minutes to get ready before 
the students arrive. So we’re very deeply into preparation and development. I’m 
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putting credentialing into a separate pot as outlined under the No Child Left 
Behind—or, rather, the No Child Left Untested—Act. (I don’t want to get into 
this too much here, but the fetish of testing greatly disturbs me. Besides the fact 
that there’s structural racism built right in, rather than measuring what’s going 
on, it’s starting to govern what’s going on—and standardization is anathema to 
good teaching and learning.) So we have people like Andrea Cook, with a Ph.D. 
in biology from the University of Michigan; Jay Vavra, with a Ph.D. in biotech 
from Stanford; and Rachel Ching, a summa cum laude graduate in chemistry from 
Columbia. They’re all in their thirties, and they want to teach in a public school. 
I love them for that. They’ve got a lot of debt from getting their Ph.Ds., and if 
they go to an education school, they’ll borrow another $20–$24 thousand, and 
85–90 percent of what they’ll learn will do them no good teaching in our school. 
In the education schools I’ve worked in, teacher education preparation was in the 
basement—both literally and figuratively. Under NCLB, you’re either credentialed 
or you’re in a credentialing program, so we applied to the California Teacher 
Credentialing Commission (CTCC) to be an education school. The CTCC told us 
that we needed to add some classes in addition to what we were already doing. 
Now our teachers get credentialed for free just by being there. And we are now 
able to give them master’s degrees for free. We have become licensed as the 
High Tech High Graduate School of Education. In this way, we’re making this a 
more appealing place to work.

So rather than merely hiring credentialed teachers, we can hire more highly 
qualified teachers because the moment we hire them, they’re in a credentialing 
program. If somebody has a Ph.D., it doesn’t make him or her a good teacher, 
just as a credential doesn’t make someone a good teacher. But on paper, that 
person could teach at a university. And with a B.A., on paper you could teach in 
a parochial school or a private school, but not a K–12 school. I submit that this is 
very anachronistic and makes little practical sense, especially when we consider 
how many education school seats we have and how many teachers we need; 
something’s got to give.

Designing Schools for the Future

We were asked by the State of California if we would consider being the first 
statewide benefit charter. We applied and were accepted, which means we can 
now open schools throughout California without local school-board approval or 
participation. No offense—I’ve got a lot of friends on school boards—but where 
did they come from? Western Europe doesn’t have school boards, nor does 
Australia; some parts of Canada do, but most do not. In 1840, when Horace Mann 
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was creating the common school, the very conservative farmers of New England 
and Maine said, “We don’t want you to do this.” And then they finally said, “Okay, 
if you do this, we’re going to watch how you spend the money.” That’s what they 
were for—they were going to watch how the money was spent. What you find 
in Western Europe is a city manager with a very sacred public trust: public safety, 
public housing, public works, public health, and the public schools. I have every 
study that I could get my hands on since 1985 about school boards, and there’s 
not a positive conclusion in any of them. I’m not talking about the individuals—I’m 
talking about the structure.

In talking about the future, we need to focus on production rather than consumption. 
Rindge Tech, the second oldest public school in the country, was created in 1888 
with a bequest from Frederick Rindge for a manual training school for “boys of 
average talents and strong physiques.” At that time, only 7 percent of the high-
school-age population of Massachusetts went to high school, and it was an effort 
to take kids off family farms and prepare them for industry. But when they were 
on those family farms, they were as close to the means of production as possible. 
They made candles, they built barns, they milked cows; today low-income kids 
who make sandwiches at Subway have the most disproportionate amount of 
disposable income they will ever have in their lives. They’re consumers, not 
producers. High Tech High is organized toward production, not consumption.

In 1922, twenty-one private colleges got together under James Conant at 
Harvard to standardize the curriculum of American schools. As a result, English, 
history, math, and science became the norm. Another defining moment of that 
1922 meeting of the minds was the decision to teach biology, chemistry, and 
physics in that particular order—alphabetical order. There’s a consequence to 
that arbitrary alphabetization: only 11 percent of American high school kids take 
physics. And at this point, we’re in a really tough situation to try to change things, 
considering the amount of tenured biology teachers compared to the amount of 
tenured physics teachers, as well as the hundreds of millions of dollars textbook 
manufacturers have invested in biology textbooks. At High Tech High—as in 
Australia, most of Canada, and all of Europe—we teach conceptual physics in 
the ninth grade, chemistry in the tenth grade, biology in the eleventh grade, and 
applied mathematical physics in the twelfth grade.

Kids today are wired differently than we were. The other night my sixteen-year-
old was on the computer—writing a paper in defense of Aaron Burr for a class, 
playing chess with a guy in Kazakhstan, and instant messaging with four friends 
around the country. And I said, “How long is it going to take you to do your math 
homework?” And without turning around, he said, “Well, it’s going to take this 
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long if I’m doing this and this on the computer; it’s going to take that long if I’m 
doing that, that, and that. . .” I said, “Why don’t you just leave the computer, 
go in the kitchen, and do it?” He turned around and said, “Why would I want 
to do that?”

We must not forget what Thomas Jefferson said about public education: “its 
purpose is not to serve the public, but to create a public.” And that imperative is 
still very important. And of course it was John Dewey who said that “the purpose 
of public education isn’t to replicate society, but to transform society.” In terms 
of the Snedden-Dewey debate and High Tech High’s philosophy of giving all 
students the same opportunities, I think my grandmother said it best when she 
said, “Larry, there are two kinds of people in this world—those who think there 
are two kinds of people, and those who don’t.”

References

Dewey, John. 1915. Education vs. trade training. New Republic 3 (28).

Dewey, John, and Evelyn Dewey. 1915. Schools of tomorrow. London: J.M. Dent 
and Son.

Snedden, David. 1915. Vocational education. New Republic 3 (28).

High Tech High: Giving All Students the Same Tools to Succeed


