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What should schools teach? This is a question American educators have been 
asking over the last several years. However, without a full understanding of  
what’s behind that question, we may actually be chasing the wrong goal. 
Without being able to identify what knowledge will be of  the most worth 
in the future, we may end up teaching the wrong thing. I’ve been to many 
conferences where people are asking questions about how we should put 
standards to drive knowledge that may or may not be of  value in the future. We 
have been in the game of  trying to understand the lower test scores in urban 
and rural areas, and comparing U.S. children to those in China and other 
places to define our education deficit. But maybe the gap in math and science 
test scores between U.S. students and Chinese, Indians, or Singaporeans is a 
gap of  very little meaning in terms of  actual success. To find out, we need to 
ask the question about what knowledge will be of  the most worth in the future, 
and what factors will affect it. The United States looks at test scores as proof 
of  the achievement gap, whereas other countries look at the number of  patents 
issued to its citizens. We need to think about the future and what’s valuable 
as we think about assessment, new curriculums, and standards. We may think 
we’ve been making progress toward the future, but we have heretofore lacked 
the vision to actually think about how things might be different in twenty 
years. 

Technology Redefi nes Talents

In the wake of  a new type of  technology getting accepted, some talents become 
more valuable while others are rendered useless. I recently got back from 
China, where at almost every major exit of  the highway into the city there is 
a guy holding a sign that says “Guide.” China is growing so rapidly that in 
addition to the influx of  cars, new roads are being built every day, and no city 
can create maps fast enough. There are also a lot of  new drivers, who while 
enjoying the freedom of  driving, are also getting themselves lost. In addition, 
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the cops are enforcing traffic rules and giving serious fines. So suddenly there 
are people finding a new way to make money. They know their way around, 
so at an exit they’ll surround a car very quickly and offer to take the driver 
around the city for $5. This has become a booming business. Knowledge of  
a city, which wasn’t very important before, has suddenly become a valuable 
economic commodity. These entrepreneurs, therefore, are redefining what 
kind of  knowledge is valuable. 

Now we move to London, where the same knowledge is losing value. It takes 
an average of  thirty-six months to pass a test to become a taxi cab driver—
referred to as “the knowledge”—which measures a test-taker’s detailed 
knowledge of  the roads in a six-mile radius of  Charing Cross. These drivers 
know the city so well that their brains actually function differently, according 
to studies done at University College London since 2000. However, GPS—
called Navigation System in England—is threatening their profession. Last 
year the BBC pitted a journalist with a satellite system against a cab driver, 
and the cab driver won by twenty-seven minutes. However, that’s a relatively 
small savings, especially when comparing $200 for a navigation system to a 
full thirty-six months of  studying. And so knowledge of  a city is losing value 
in London because of  technology. 

Let’s consider another technology: high-definition television. It makes certain 
people look better and other people look worse. In essence, then, you have 
winners and losers, with the real winners being cosmetic surgeons, as people 
attempt to make themselves look better, regardless of  how talented they are. 
Thus, technology is redefining what talent means. A staircase is another 
good example, in that it defines those who are handicapped from those who 
can climb stairs. The development of  writing technologies made it easy to 
define literacy from illiteracy. The industrial revolution changed how society 
functioned.

So, then, what knowledge is of  most worth? Herbert Spencer asked that 
question 150 years ago. At that time schools were pursuing Latin and Greek, 
but Spencer believed that science was worth more than any other knowledge. 
Of  course, science did make it into the schools, and it has been there for a 
long time.

But today we have a society that’s being defined not just locally and physically, 
but globally and virtually. The global part is fairly simple and centers around 
diversity. If  we look at the history of  colonization over the past four hundred 
years, we see that different cultures dominated at different times. Before 1989, 
it was very easy to understand the world. It was us, them, and the people who 
didn’t matter. Today we have over two hundred countries, each with their own 
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interests to pursue. What globalization has done is bring these diverse groups 
of  people together and redefine what each person, each culture, each country, 
can do on the global supply chain.

The disregard of  distance is the basic message of  globalization, and what 
it means in terms of  education and for economies is that you can set up 
production any way you like as long as you can make a profit. I’ve heard a 
lot of  American businesses say they cannot hire people in the United States 
because we do not have enough talented workers. That’s not true. What’s 
true is that they cannot hire them at the same price. I’m from Michigan, and 
both General Motors and Ford keep sending their factories to other countries, 
while Toyota still continues to build companies in the United States. If  
General Motors can’t find skilled workers, how can Toyota find them? It’s not 
about quality but about pricing—the classic competition model. Just as parts 
move from fourteen different countries to produce the Mini Cooper, people 
can move around, too, in a global trade of  special talents. Long before Herbert 
Hoover was elected president, he was hired by the Chinese emperor as his 
royal mining consultant, making him the richest man in the world because of  
his mining knowledge gained at Stanford. And China’s Yao Ming, arguably 
one of  the best centers the NBA has ever had, is the richest celebrity in China. 
By cultivating niche talents, we can reduce the amount of  competition we’re 
up against.

The Rise of the Virtual World

Nearly 150 years after Herbert Spencer’s call for science, wars are being waged 
in cyberspace, like the ones against Estonia in the spring of  2007 and Georgia 
in August 2008. In addition, hackers and thieves are unleashing viruses and 
stealing identities in cyberspace. People around the world are socializing 
virtually and even engaging in virtual marriage. Value is also being created 
in the virtual world; Anshe Chung became the first online personality to 
achieve a net worth of  more than one million dollars from profits earned 
inside Second Life. Anshe’s alter ego was a Chinese immigrant to Germany, 
who spent $9.95 the first month and made her fortune in two and a half  
years by building virtual office spaces. Now she has a real company; employs 
seventy-five people that span the globe; and continues building virtual office 
spaces, virtual churches, and virtual cities for many places. The advent of  
virtual collaboration has also led to digital farming, in which gold-farming 
operations hire people to play online role-playing games and rack up items of  
value—called virtual gold—which are then sold to others. This is now a major 
economy for developing countries. YouTube and podcasting are changing the 
way information is created and dispersed. The people who used to be the 
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audience are now the creators, running their own show without the need for 
a network.

What does this all mean? Being a digital citizen in the twenty-first century 
can be explained by looking at the difference between having a garage sale 
and going on eBay. You can sell things at a garage sale, but very often what 
you can actually sell is limited because your neighbor has the same junk as 
you do. It’s hard to turn rubbish into treasure when someone has the same 
rubbish. However, when you go on eBay, it’s now global. Now let’s apply 
that idea to the human being and knowledge. On eBay, you can sell anything 
to somebody, no matter how strange it is. Let’s say you have some talents 
that are not particularly useful in a small community. Madonna is a good 
example; without the technology to reach a global audience, she may have 
ended up singing Christmas carols in her neighborhood. With the current 
global situation, it makes more sense to develop skills different from the ones 
that everybody else has.

What Do We Do Now?

Number one is that we need to re-imagine education to cultivate the kinds of  
skills and knowledge that aren’t available at a cheaper price and that can’t be 
outsourced. When we think about what we’re teaching, what we’re testing 
for, what No Child Left Behind is mandating, we’re doing the opposite—
focusing precisely on what can be outsourced at a cheaper price and what can 
be done on machines. Schools still consider math, science, and reading as the 
standards of  knowledge, but these alone will not produce a promising future 
for our students. 

Number two is that creativity is essential. With the focus on testing and the so-
called achievement gap, schools have gotten away from cultivating creativity. 
Knowledge and creativity are not mutually exclusive, as it is not knowledge 
that kills creativity but the overemphasis on standardization and knowledge 
memorization, as can be seen in the cases of  China, Singapore, South Korea, 
and Japan. 

Number three is the incorporation of  new skills and knowledge. Twenty-
first-century skills include digital citizenship, digital skills, and new literacy. 
According to the Bureau of  Labor Statistics, one of  the fastest growing 
professions is translators and interpreters, because globalization requires us 
to communicate among different groups. How are we dealing with foreign 
languages? How are we dealing with other cultures? How are we working to 
understand global economics? We also know that problem-solving skills are 
very important, so why are we not assessing that?
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Finally, number four is emotional intelligence: how you manage your 
emotions, how you understand complexity, and how you understand different 
identities may become very valuable skills.

Keeping our focus on test scores and a narrowed curriculum will not help our 
children to succeed in the twenty-first century and will, in fact, hinder their 
progress by giving them knowledge that can be easily found in other countries 
at a much lower cost, and denying them the creativity and skills that could be 
truly valuable. 
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