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Albert Einstein said, “Overemphasis on competition and premature 
specialization on the grounds of obedient usefulness killed the spirit upon 
which all cultural life depends, specialized knowledge included.”

As I believe Einstein would have wholeheartedly agreed with, we should 
focus less on global competition and more on global cooperation. We 
should avoid narrow skills training in our high schools because the 
average high school student today will have eight to ten jobs in a 
lifetime. Thus, our occupational/technical programs must focus less on 
occupational specificity and more on broad understanding and knowledge 
of industries.

Broadening the Scope of Technical Schools
I taught carpentry in Massachusetts after law school, and it was formative 
for me because it opened my eyes to the divisions in our schools. Under 
the Boston desegregation plan, there were kids going to school with kids 
who didn’t look like them, and it was the first time they were doing 
so. I realized in the first few days that the working-class students in my 
classroom were every bit as bright as the middle-class kids I had just 
gone to law school with. When I later became a principal of a 350-year-
old public high school, I was still unable to get working-class kids next 
to middle-class kids in classes. We were thwarted by a very few white 
middle-class parents who felt—wrongly—that the treatment their children 
received would be made worthless if we provided the same treatment for 
everybody. Our public schools are now more segregated than they were 
in 1953, before Brown v. Board of Education.

Common planning time for technical and academic teachers is an 
exception in our country’s schools. We are laboring under an old model, 
in which technical skills and academics are divided, and it’s very tough 
to change. Bruce Alberts, former president of the National Academy 
of Sciences, shows a great slide of a school district. The slide shows 
multiple vectors: state standards, standardized tests, textbooks, parent 
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associations, school boards, teachers’ unions, everything. As a former 
chemist, he then points out that this is what is known in chemistry as 
a system in perfect equilibrium, and that systems in perfect equilibrium 
are very hard to change.

The name High Tech High is a bit of a misnomer. Tom Vander Ark, 
former executive director for education at the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, said “High Tech High is really a great liberal arts school in 
disguise” (Jacobs 2003). A key difference about us, however, is that we 
have created a school that has no “ability grouping”—which, in truth, is 
actually based on experience rather than ability. We have no “tracking” 
whatsoever—our students are accepted through a blind, zip-code-based 
lottery. We know nothing about their grades, race, special needs; they 
are randomly selected using an algorithm that only has their name, 
grade, and zip code. One hundred percent of our graduates have gotten 
into college, 70 percent of whom are going to four-year colleges. Fifty 
percent of our graduates are first-generation college students. 

Practical Applications
Our students produce some really amazing things. They publish books 
and make documentary films; they build robots, submersibles, and 
hovercraft. Our junior class has published five books, including two 
books about San Diego Bay. The latest—San Diego Bay: A Story of 
Exploitation and Restoration—was entirely done by students and contains 
an introduction by Jane Goodall, who also wrote the introduction to last 
year’s Perspectives of San Diego Bay: A Field Guide.

An innovative project done by our seniors last spring was dubbed Analog 
Flash for Windows—“analog” because most are mechanical, not digital; 
“flash” because they’re interactive; and “windows” because that’s where 
they fit (our windows are 24” x 24” x 5”). We had made a decision a 
while back that the projects students do, like the books they produce, 
ought to have lasting value. But at the end of the school year two 
years ago, many student projects ended up in a big Dumpster outside 
the school—creating an environmentally unsound situation as well. Since 
then we have doubled our efforts in this area, putting our focus into 
calling for projects of lasting value. Three teachers collaborated on this 
particular project—an artist, a physicist, and an engineer.  These teachers 
wanted to create installations that other students could benefit from and 
that would establish a permanent “artifactorium” in the school. First they 
and the students involved visited San Francisco’s Exploratorium to see 
how an interactive science museum sets up its projects. Next they went 
to the de Young Museum to study methods of curation, realizing that the 
goal was to show physics concepts as art. They also consulted The Way 
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Things Work—an amazing book by David Macaulay—for inspiration, and 
studied the work of artist Christo in order to help students plan their 
projects. Then they did a few mock-ups, experimenting with different 
types of designs and models.

Thus, Analog Flash for Windows was born. Fifty seniors worked in 
pairs to create twenty-five projects, with the goal of either creating art 
about physics and engineering, or using physics and engineering to create 
art. These interactive installations are amazing, and inspire visits from 
children and adults of all ages. Usually the physics and calculus that 
underlie each creation are written next to the piece to provide a deeper 
understanding of the project. 

The physics exam tied to Analog Flash for Windows is indeed rigorous, 
yet it is closely related to the projects themselves. The purpose of 
this particular exam has to do with understanding how these curated 
installations really work. There are twenty-five pairs of students, and in 
order to pass the exam, each pair needs to teach the physics of their 
project to the other twenty-four teams, and in turn needs to learn the 
physics of each of the other twenty-four projects. Having students teach 
and learn from each other in this way produces a multiplier effect. 
And thus we return to Einstein’s point, calling for an emphasis on 
collaboration rather than competition.
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