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The 2008 election of the president of the United States will be unique 
in the history of this country. An unusually large number of individuals 
from both parties are declared candidates; they are politically diverse, 
with beliefs ranging from sharply minimizing the federal role in domestic 
policy to increasing it significantly; and, from the perspective of fall 
2007, it would appear that the Democratic nominee will be either 
a woman or an African American. Yet perhaps the most important 
aspect of this election season is how early it began, with candidates 
announcing their decision to run over a year before the November 2008 
election date. There are significant political consequences of these early 
announcements. Although candidates and their advisors may feel that 
additional exposure to the electorate will help them build momentum 
during the nomination process, lengthening campaigns has potential risks. 
With so many candidates in the field, the early state primaries and 
caucuses take on greater importance. Whoever wins in Iowa and New 
Hampshire will be the presumed nominee for each party, marginalizing 
states with later primaries or caucuses. Clearly early announcements 
provide substantial time for the candidates to attend and speak at public 
events and/or debates. For voters, this is an opportunity to get to know 
each of them better. For the candidates, however, the extended time 
frame presents more situations in which a political misstep could occur 
and be seized on by opponents and the media. Finally, it is possible 
that one or more of the candidates will peak too soon, and by the 2008 
general election, the public will be tired of the campaign and make their 
weariness known by not voting.
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With a crowded field of presidential candidates, there is pressure on 
each to present their positions on the issues they believe are most 
important to potential voters, and all have statements of one kind or 
another on education, although some are more expansive than others. 
During September 2007, the Web sites, blogs, speeches, and interviews 
for declared Democratic and Republican candidates were analyzed to 
determine their plans—if any—related to technology and tomorrow’s 
schools. This analysis revealed that no candidate discussed schools 
of the future, nor did any reference the role or use of technology to 
improve student learning or achievement. Most candidates were on record 
commenting on pre-K–16 education, and the comments are characterized 
as follows:

� Fully fund the No Child Left Behind Act

� Modify the No Child Left Behind Act

� Eliminate the No Child Left Behind Act

� Support salary increases for teachers

� Support teacher professional development

� Support access to higher education

� Support pre-K education

� Maintain a strong economy by having good schools

Looking at candidates’ statements on technology revealed no specific 
connection with education nor schools of the future, although at least 
one noted that technology is important for the health of the economy. 
While it can be argued that the connection between education and the 
economy and the ties between technology and the economy create a 
framework to think about new uses of technology in the schools, it is 
a very tenuous one.

For educators who believe that it is time for thoughtful conversations 
about what will characterize schools of tomorrow and the promise of 
technology to create 24/7 learning communities, the lack of attention to 
the future by the candidates offers an opportunity. With that in mind, 
I offer the following open letter to the next president of the United 
States. 
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An Open Letter to the Next President of the United States
Dear President Number 44:

During the campaign you were silent on the role of technology in 
tomorrow’s schools. Now that you are about to assume the presidency of 
the United States, I write to urge you to use the power of your office 
to begin substantive discussions on how the schools of the future will 
differ from the schools of today. I offer the following points to begin 
this discussion.

Resist the notion that new technologies will fix an out-of-date school 
system. In 1957 the Soviet Union launched Sputnik, and the United States 
government responded by legislating the National Defense Education Act, 
which dedicated substantial federal funds for mathematics, science, and 
foreign language programs. Yet the elementary and secondary schools 
of 2007 are not fundamentally different from the schools of 1957. 
Students typically attend classes for 180 days a year. Generally they 
arrive between 7:00 a.m. and 8:00 a.m. and leave around 2:30 or 3:00 
in the afternoon. They sit at desks in rooms, and one or more adults 
offer instruction. In some schools, chalkboards have been replaced by 
SMART Boards, and desks and chairs are no longer bolted to the floor, 
but little else has changed. While schools are efficient places to put 
children for seven hours while parents work or do other things, they are 
less efficient at preparing children to engage in complex problem solving 
and reasoning. Inserting new technologies into an out-of-date system will 
not yield the success we expect.

Resist the idea that new technologies will fix previous policy miscues. 
Children, schools, communities, and states are not homogeneous, and a 
new generation of computers or other technologies will not make them 
so. Arguably, technology must be deliberately linked with school reform, 
but it cannot mend the stress points caused by legislation such as the 
No Child Left Behind Act. It is important to consider policy options that 
truly allow us to think globally and act locally. Technology can help 
us do this through the creation of electronic learning communities that 
ignore city, state, or national boundaries. 

There are many ways in which government can support innovative 
schools of tomorrow. The federal government has the unique power to 
protect the civil rights of its citizens and to invest substantial funds 
in areas of national priority. It is this ability to invest and stimulate 
the creation of new knowledge that will best serve the schools of 
tomorrow. As an example, the federal government should invest in 
the development of programs that use technology to create learning 
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communities and to nurture inquiry and innovation. This should include 
supporting interdisciplinary research in neuroscience, technology, and pre-
K–16+ education. It must be acknowledged that this research will not be 
expected to find the definitive “magic bullet” for restructuring education. 
Rather, this basic research should be structured to continually generate 
and test new learning theories. Innovative research is not done only 
through experimental design, in which students or schools are randomly 
assigned to either receive a particular form of instruction or not and 
then statistically compared. Innovation and invention should generate new 
knowledge: the Wright brothers did not have a control group.

Resist the notion that technology is best used only to prepare 
scientists, engineers, and mathematicians. Technology can be used to 
help students develop self-regulation skills to work in any field, either 
alone or as part of a nonproximate learning community. Technology can 
help students develop complex problem-solving and reasoning skills in 
subjects ranging from art to algebra. 

Schools of the future will use technology to help students develop the 
flexibility to adapt to change and learn how to consider and use new 
information. This will be essential for evaluating the quality of information 
found on the Internet and engaging in important conversations on the 
scope of First Amendment privileges. Moreover, as communities begin to 
allow online voting, technology in educational settings can help students 
learn how to weigh information about candidates and vote as informed 
citizens. 

An array of assistive technologies is now available to help children 
with disabilities learn. It is appropriate for the federal government 
to support further research in this area. It also is appropriate for the 
federal government to assist schools that lack resources to purchase 
equipment for their students. As scientific and medical advances occur, 
we will be able to identify children with a greater variety of learning 
styles and needs. Technology-rich schools of the future—such as The 
Online Academy—will be able to provide customized instruction for all 
children.

In 2007 Congress passed and the president signed the America COMPETES 
Act, which authorizes federal funds to support graduate students in 
mathematics and science, just as the National Defense Education Act 
did in 1958. If it is a national priority to increase the number of 
mathematicians and scientists, it may be a better use of federal resources 
to support a system of universal preschool for children, designed to instill 
in them a sense of curiosity that will lead them to successful careers in 
scientific fields as well as to careers as teachers, artists, nurses, public 
servants, or poets.
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Resist the notion that we need to recruit more instructors. Recently 
there has been extensive debate over what it is that teachers need 
to know and be able to do. Scholars and advocates generally align 
themselves with one of two camps: those who believe it is important for 
teachers to have deep knowledge of the subject to be taught and those 
who emphasize preparation in how to teach the subject. Neither will be 
sufficient in the schools of tomorrow.

The next generation of teachers must be prepared to teach children 
who are “digital natives.” These educators will need to have the proper 
skills to be facilitators of learning, not merely individuals who spoon-
feed information to their students. They will need skills to help children 
learn to be explorers and inventors. Placing even the most sophisticated 
technology in a classroom will not make a less effective teacher better. 
As the schools of tomorrow evolve, current teachers will need to think 
about teaching and learning in new ways. This may lead to innovative 
ways of staffing schools that pair educators with different skills to work 
in teams. Another role for technology will be establishing interactive 
learning communities for teachers to share their own research on best 
practices and classroom strategies.

Realize the important link between technology and education reform. 
Technology plays a central role in new 24/7 lifelong learning and teaching 
systems. The Online Academy is an example of a way to deliver high 
school instruction that is customized for each student and available 24/7. 
Real-world learning, flexible scheduling, and mentor support characterize 
The Online Academy and illustrate how school reform and technology 
are linked.
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The Online Academy (TOA)
A Virtual High School

Real-World Learning
TOA is based on a learning system that situates learning within the 
real world. Problems provide a shared learning activity that structures 
the learner’s interactions with the instructional resources and provides a 
common focus for the interactions of the learner and the expert mentor. 
Problems serve as the guiding organizer of learning and instruction. The 
learner begins by studying the problem, seeking to understand the advice 
given about how to proceed. Depending on the needs of the expert mentor 
and the learner, all types of interactions may be structured by (but not 
limited to) one or more of the following: e-mail, telephone, face-to-face 
meetings, videoconferencing, and synchronous communications (instant 
messaging, chat room).

Scheduling
Students may register and complete a course or module at any time and 
according to their own pace. Each course is designed to be a full credit. 
Students may complete as much of the course as they need. The only 
timeline or deadline that must be followed is the timetable for taking 
the Virginia Standards of Learning test for the course or stipulations as 
defined by the cooperating school district.

Mentor Support
Expert mentors are assigned to learners as models and coaches for 
appropriate instructional periods from a single representative problem 
through a set sequence of problems. Expert mentors are not responsible 
for managing or monitoring the learner. Rather, expert mentors serve as 
models and coaches, offering assistance upon request; providing feedback 
on products submitted by the learner(s); asking prompting, extending, 
and application questions; and performing other assorted interactions 
to support learning. Every mentor in The Online Academy is a highly 
qualified teacher holding valid state licensure. http://toa.gmu.edu

In conclusion, the schools of tomorrow may not be schools at all, 
but learning communities linked across distances by technology. These 
learning communities should serve not only as rich environments for 
interactive learning and discovery, but as a mechanism to help equalize 
access to instructional resources. 

Respectfully yours,
Penelope Earley
Citizen, Parent, Grandparent, and Educator
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