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High Tech High grew out of  work with Ted Sizer on the New Urban High 
School Project for the federal government, in which we were charged with 
going around the United States to find the best urban high schools out of  the 
7,400 existing ones. This project took three years and was a very sobering 
experience. When we initially sat down to consider how we were going to 
determine the standards by which to judge a very good high school it was 
Ted who suggested that we judge it as we would a successful company in a 
field among others that have fallen behind, such as Southwest Airlines. An 
important metric for the airline is its quick turnaround time at the gate. So 
we asked ourselves what the most important metric for an urban high school 
would be, and decided that we were looking for schools that were graduating 
and successfully sending off  to college students with the kind of  demographics 
not usually attributed to college success, because if  they were able to achieve 
that, then details about test scores and everything else would be secondary. 

High Tech High

High Tech High began in 2000. We now have eight K–12 schools, a total of  
about three thousand students, and the first new graduate school of  education 
in California in approximately thirty-five years. We’ve also been granted a 
statewide charter, so we’re now the equivalent of  a district and can open 
schools anywhere in the state. Our students are selected by a computerized, 
geographically based lottery, and so whatever proportion of  kids reside in a 
particular zip code will be the proportion of  kids you’ll find in our schools. 
No matter how many students are trying to get in—last year we had 4,750 
applicants but only 350 openings—no consideration is given to merit. In fact, 
the application basically consists of  the student’s name, the student’s address, 
and what grade they’re applying for. Since our inception, 100 percent of  our 
graduates have gotten into college, and 99.5 percent actually went. Since 2003, 
83 percent of  our graduates—approximately 50–55 percent of  which are first-
generation college attendees—either graduated from college or are still in 
college. High Tech High is a place where people make and do things, kind of  
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like a mini MIT. There are also tests and papers, but it’s really about building 
hovercrafts and submersibles, making documentary films, and inventing things 
and getting patents; in essence, High Tech High is a place where kids like to 
be because it’s a fun environment, and I don’t think fun should be taken out 
of  the classroom—for the benefit of  both students and teachers. In terms of  
international issues, in the last year we have hosted education administrators 
from China, Malaysia, Indonesia, Taiwan, Singapore, Bhutan, Great Britain, 
Israel, and Jordan, as we look over there and they look over here for techniques 
that will prepare students to succeed in the global economy. For five years I 
taught a class at Harvard on the history of  vocational technical education, and 
with the way the world is heading, I believe we’re coming up on a time when 
more attention will be paid to STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and 
Math). In the last one hundred years, every time the country has gotten scared 
it has reinvested in STEM. It happened in 1888, when the Rindge School 
of  Technical Arts opened—the oldest vocational high school in the United 
States—and with the Vocational Education Act of  1917—the precursor of  
the Perkins Act. It happened with the formation of  Brooklyn Technical High 
School in 1922, and then as part of  the space race that was ignited by the launch 
of  Sputnik in 1957. It happened with the School-to-Work Opportunities Act 
of  1994, which grew out of  concerns over German and Japanese productivity 
in the late eighties. At High Tech High, our students publish books that they 
sell on Amazon—extremely rigorous books on science, biology in particular, 
and we wrap in the art and photography. It’s serious science, put together in 
an enticing package. 

Beyond High Tech High

Edward O. Wilson, often referred to as the father of  biodiversity, is probably 
one of  the foremost scientists in the world today. He is currently at Harvard 
and has an astonishing list of  accolades and accomplishments under his belt, 
including his wonderful book The Ants. I recently spent the day with him 
because he had read the last of  the five books our students had published 
and wanted to write the introduction to the next one, San Diego High: A 
Call for Conservation. But what E. O. Wilson has done is created something 
extraordinary called the Encyclopedia of  Life (eol.org), in which he’s creating 
entry points for all 1.8 million species and having people contribute text and 
pictures to the various Web sites à la Wikipedia, which are authenticated by 
scientists. And it is free. The world is changing in terms of  content, access to 
content, and distance. During an interview with E. O. Wilson, which is up on 
the High Tech High Web site, we asked about how he—and other scientists 
he knows—got the spark for science. He talked about how many people that 
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are truly passionate about scientific research had some kind of  special event 
happen early in their childhood and perhaps even an experience later in school 
that reinforced their interest. He talked about his childhood and his “eureka” 
moment of  taking special interest in being out-of-doors and wanting to go up 
the Amazon and discover new species. We then asked him to compare the 
arising of  such moments with the way that schools are organized today. He 
lamented the fact that traditional curriculums are antithetical to a learning 
environment that would spark eureka moments because they are centered 
around mastery of  essential subjects, and that the best way to encourage 
these moments is to bring students closer to how scientists actually work by 
experiencing nature and rediscovering the processes that excited them when 
they were young, which creates a lasting passion for it. In his opinion, engaging 
students in the discovery process essentially duplicates what scientists do. 
When asked his thoughts on what the Internet can provide for schools in terms 
of  additional opportunities for expansion beyond fieldwork, he talked about 
how the Internet is making knowledge both global and simultaneous, so that 
students anywhere can pull up information and be able to see for themselves 
new discoveries as well as what is still unknown, so they can then be inspired 
to make their own discoveries.

I started teaching carpentry right after law school, and that very first day I 
realized that the working-class kids I was teaching were every bit as bright as 
the middle-class kids I had just gone to law school with. Segregating our kids 
by social class is the worst thing we could possibly do because it makes us—
and as a consequence, them—underestimate what they can do. Ever since 
then I’ve been working to resolve this inequality issue, which is why we have 
a zip-code-based lottery at High Tech High. Fortunately for all of  us, online 
schooling can be another great equalizer.

Online Schooling 

In Minneapolis, 40 percent of  the K–12 students have left the public school 
system in the last nine years. In San Diego, 19 percent of  the students in San 
Diego Unified—the eighth largest urban school district in the country—have 
left in the last four years. So where are they going? A colleague and I went 
around the country looking at the online schools that many of  these kids are 
flocking to. Now I know a lot of  people would laugh at that and say there’s no 
need to actually go anywhere when looking at online schools, but there is—
especially when looking at the question of  what kinds of  teachers do we need 
for the future. On one visit I was sitting next to a teacher in a Starbucks, who 
was teaching twenty kids online with his headphones and microphone on. It 
takes an entirely different skill set to teach that class; I know I couldn’t do it. 
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Along one edge of  his computer screen he had the faces of  all his students, 
because they gave all the kids $600 laptops with cameras. On the other side 
were all the other classes that the school had online at that time in a little 
font, which could be expanded. At the bottom of  the screen were the weekly 
schedules of  all the kids in the class along with a text box for everybody to 
write in. There was also a whiteboard where he could bring up videos or text 
or wiki or whatever and they could write on all of  them. It was phenomenal to 
watch this guy at work. And when two kids signed on as each other as a game, 
he could tell from the keystroke that they had done it. This teacher had more 
insight into the kids’ home life than he otherwise would have because he was 
actually looking in on it. Almost every kid in the several states I went to who 
was learning online, regardless of  income—and there were quite a few low 
income—had a parent at home; and when they didn’t have a parent at home, 
a group of  kids would migrate together, just like we did with playgroups with 
our kids—Monday the five kids come to my house, Tuesday to your house, 
and so on. My favorite moment was when this little boy, Eric, was making 
a lot of  noise and being really disruptive and so the teacher just clicked his 
sound off. So Eric was still there and he was moving his mouth, but we just 
couldn’t hear him. I tell you, I’ve been waiting for this kind of  technology for 
a very long time. 

Video gaming is another area of  technology that our kids have mastered. Now 
of  course we don’t want our kids spending all their free time playing video 
games, but it’s important to take a look at the question that many educators 
have been asking themselves: Why is it that almost all kids, regardless of  their 
socioeconomic status or educational level, if  given an MMORPG (massively 
multiplayer online role-playing game) and left to their own devices, would 
play it for six, eight, or even ten hours a day for fourteen months straight? 
These games are difficult and challenging and they contain all these setbacks, 
and the kids don’t even need to read the instructions. And so some of  us 
have wondered what we can extract from this in terms of  engagement if  they 
were doing things other than vaporizing virtual beings. These are the types of  
questions I think we really need to be asking ourselves. 

FlexBooks

A few years ago, Vinod Khosla—cofounder and former CEO of  Sun 
Microsystems and current venture capitalist—assembled a group of  five 
advisors, of  which I was one, in his home for two days to come up with 
a philanthropic solution to help his wife, Neeru, in her commitment to 
addressing the scarcity and inequitable distribution of  learning materials in the 
public schools. There were four characteristics that needed to be incorporated 
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into the plan: It had to be bottom-up, it had to be Internet based, it had to 
be open source, and it had to have exponential growth. Coming up with 
something based on those first three was one thing, but adding exponential 
growth was clearly another. At any rate, however, we came up with CK12.
org, which allows users to create open source FlexBooks—for free. In a way 
these books are a combination of  iTunes, Wikipedia, and Amazon: iTunes 
because you assemble your own textbook out of  myriad pieces of  content, 
just like choosing your particular playlist without purchasing a whole album. 
And, like Wikipedia, you can print out a hard copy any time you want to, but 
the copy online would not be frozen. There are also soft copies kept online 
for other people who want to take advantage of  what you have created. Just 
like E. O. Wilson is doing with EOL, this is a bottom-up activity where public 
contribution is an important component, and just like EOL, it is juried. With 
FlexBooks, we can offer customized content filtering; for example, I like a lot 
of  the graphics that I’ve seen in some of  these FlexBooks, but many teachers 
find them to be distracting. Using the FlexBook tool, they can just delete the 
graphics out. 

To get started, a teacher goes to the CK12 Web site, where he or she can look 
at FlexBooks contributed by experts—usually a professor or other professional 
well versed in the subject matter—as well as individual chapters and Web 
offerings, usually from Wikipedia. (CK12 has an agreement with Wikipedia, 
allowing our users to take a page and edit it.) And so you can look at as 
many of  these in your subject area as you want, and then drag and drop the 
elements that you want into the FlexBook editor to create your own personal 
FlexBook. And that is basically it. 

I think that everyone involved in public education can agree that this single 
institution provides the greatest opportunity for moving us beyond social-
class disadvantage. And at the same time, as precious as it is, it is probably 
the least changed institution in American society. I first started teaching in 
the mid-seventies, during the height of  desegregation in Boston; it was about 
school reform then and it’s about school reform today and it’s been about 
school reform every day in between for the last thirty-two years. It’s like the 
weather—everyone’s talking about it, but nobody’s doing anything about it, 
and now all of  a sudden something is happening, but I don’t know if  we’re the 
ones who are actually doing it. I think it’s really the kids who are leading the 
charge, with the help of  some adults who are actually outside of  education, 
and I think we need to pay heed. 
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