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Each morning on the plains of  Africa, a gazelle awakens knowing that it 
must outrun the fastest lion or be killed. At the same time a lion awakens; 
it knows it must run faster than the slowest gazelle or it will starve. So it 
doesn’t matter whether you’re a lion or a gazelle; when the sun comes up, start 
running. This is the message to America right now. We are in the crosshairs 
of  a railroad train coming right at us, and we’re busy playing the slots and 
watching American Idol. There is an attitude of  complacency and entitlement 
in this country that’s going to sink us, and we don’t have time to just do what 
we’ve always done only a little better; incrementalism won’t cut it in this new 
century. Here’s a short quiz—name the following country: the richest in the 
world, the largest military power, the center of  world business and finance, 
the strongest educational system, the center of  innovation, the world standard 
in currency, and the highest standard of  living. Think you know the answer? 
It’s England in the year 1900. My point here is that things change, and they 
can change quickly and dramatically. Just as we overtook England, there is no 
guarantee that America will remain number one. 

A Flattened World

Question 2: What do the following six occupations have in common? Lawyer, 
radiologist, tech support person, accountant, fast-food clerk, and shoemaker. 
Give up? They can all be done from India. There are actually McDonald’s in 
this country where you order your burger and french fries in the drive-through 
and the person you’re talking to over the intercom is in India. When you can 
outsource fast food, you can outsource just about anything. Two weeks ago 
I had a gall bladder attack. I went into the hospital at about 9:00 on a Friday 
night. They did an MRI, then came back an hour later to tell me about the 
stone in my gall bladder that was causing the trouble. Out of  curiosity, I asked 
who had read the MRI at that time of  night. They said they had a contract 
with a service in New Zealand. So my MRI in Brunswick, Maine, was read in 
New Zealand that night. 
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The only jobs in this country that are safe are the ones for which somebody 
needs to touch you or something you own. Basically that leaves chiropractors 
and plumbers—anything else can be outsourced. To get a feel for wages in 
various parts of  the world, I Googled “International Comparative Wage 
Rates” and found a paper comparing hourly wage rates of  entry-level positions 
at McDonald’s, which runs essentially the same business everywhere in the 
world. It’s a pretty clear comparison—for example, U.S. $6.50; China, $.42; 
India, $.29 (Ashenfelter and Jurajda 2004). This is the reality that we’re 
facing. If  you could hire twenty-two Indian workers for a slightly lower cost 
than you could hire one American worker, where would you put your factory? 
I gave this presentation to a group of  high school students, and when I asked 
this question, they all said India. They didn’t realize the implications of  what 
they were saying, but they got it. Twenty-two workers for the price of  one? 
It doesn’t take an economic genius to make that decision. And this is what 
we’re up against. If  you haven’t read Tom Friedman’s The World Is Flat, you 
should. Go and buy it, then go to the drugstore and buy a bottle of  ibuprofen. 
Read the book, then take the ibuprofen. This quote is from The World Is Flat: 
“[L]ast year Infosys India received ‘one million applications’ from young 
Indians for nine thousand tech jobs.” We have a lot of  call centers in Maine, 
and I used to think these jobs—being the twenty-first-century equivalent of  
the entry-level industrial manufacturing jobs of  the past—were pretty safe in 
that they couldn’t be outsourced because of  the language. Wrong. There are 
more English-speaking people in China than there are in North America, and 
100 percent of  high school graduates in India speak English. In his book, 
Friedman talks about going to call centers in India, where the Indians were 
being taught to talk with midwestern accents, to speak Minnesotan. It’s not 
all bad news, though. Friedman says that small towns—or states, in the case 
of  Maine—are no longer disadvantaged in terms of  access to information. 
Access to technology has given relatively dispersed places in the United States 
and elsewhere a chance to compete in ways they never could before. There’s 
a little shop in Maine that sells skis. On a recent visit, they told me how they 
had gotten a domain name and were selling a million dollars worth of  skis 
a year out of  a converted garage in Jay, Maine. Well that’s an opportunity 
that didn’t exist five or ten years ago. The second piece of  good news is that 
these developing nations are developing big markets. We think of  India as a 
large, poor country, and indeed it is in many ways, but there’s a 300-million-
person middle class in India, which is almost equal to the entire population 
of  America. And they want to buy and have goods and services, so they 
are developing as consumers, but we’ve got to be able to compete and learn 
how to service those customers. International commerce now accounts for 
25 percent of  the U.S. economy and is fueling 30 percent of  our economic 
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growth. When I was governor, I had a hat that read “Export or Die.” In other 
words, if  you’re not playing in international commerce, then in many ways 
you’re in real trouble. 

Keeping Up with Transformation

Here’s another quiz question: What are the percentages in the following 
analogy referring to? 1850 is to 90 percent as 2005 is to 3.5 percent. Unsure? 
Those are the percentages of  Americans engaged in agriculture in those 
particular years. My point with this example is that what we’re going through 
in terms of  transformation—cultural, social, and economic—has happened 
before. Think of  the implications of  this transformation. Ninety percent to 3.5 
percent—what happened to all of  those people? Well, a lot of  them moved to 
the cities, where they got different kinds of  jobs, first in industry and then in 
services. It was a huge transformation; the difference between then and now, 
however, is time. That transformation had the luxury of  taking 155 years; 
we have an emergency on our hands, and I figure we’ve got about 20 years 
to make this transition. We don’t have time for a few people to get it, then 
a few more and a few more. This freight train is coming right at us, and it’s 
picking up speed. Americans have a very short sense of  history, and there’s 
this presumption that we’re entitled to be number one—we’ve never known 
anything different. We have to wake up to the fact that a fundamental shift is 
taking place in terms of  how people are doing business. With so many people 
being given access to so much information, innovations are going to come from 
all over the world. The winners in this competition will be those who learn 
the habits, processes, and skills most quickly. There’s nothing that guarantees 
that Americans or western Europeans will be leading the way. Friedman talks 
about low-skilled American workers who are now in direct competition with 
low-skilled Chinese workers: “Those American low-skilled workers doing 
fungible jobs—jobs that can easily be moved to China—will have a problem. 
. . . Their wages are certain to be depressed. In order to maintain or improve 
their living standards, they will have to move vertically, not horizontally. They 
will have to upgrade their education and upgrade their knowledge skills so that 
they can occupy one of  the new jobs sure to be created in the much expanded 
United States–China market” (268). Meeting this challenge is squarely in the 
hands of  our educators. That’s really what it’s all about. 

Learning How to Learn

Between 1985 and 2005, there was as much information created in the world as 
was created in the prior five thousand years of  human history. One edition of  
the New York Times contains as much information as a person who lived in 1550 
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would encounter in their entire lives. There has been this incredible explosion 
of  information, and that has great implications for how we do education. 
The predominant education model in the United States today is based on the 
conveyance of  information. This is the educational model that we all grew up 
with; our educational system is almost identical to what it was in the middle 
ages. A smart person goes through school, goes to the university, learns things, 
stores a lot of  information in his head, then goes into the classroom and dumps 
it onto the kids in front of  him. It’s a transfer of  content. We need to go from a 
transfer of  content to a transfer of  process, of  how to use information, because 
there’s just too much information out there for any one person to know. Never 
before have so many had the ability to acquire so much information about 
so many things. This is the educational earthquake from knowing and using 
to finding and using in new ways. Kids can get at the information, but we 
have to teach them how to use that information and how to solve problems 
with it; that’s the challenge of  the twenty-first century. Now I’m not saying 
that we don’t need to teach multiplication tables—a certain contextual level 
of  content is critical. Students have got to know about the U.S. Constitution; 
about the three branches of  government; what photosynthesis is; how to do 
multiplication, addition, and subtraction. In other words, they’ve got to have 
a certain skill level, but the real challenge is building a basic content base and 
then instructing them on how to use it. 

Seymour Papert is one of  the leading experts in the world on computers and 
education. At a meeting in 1996, I told him how we currently had five kids 
per every computer in Maine schools. I was excited about the possibility of  
getting some money together and making it three kids per computer. Seymour 
said it wouldn’t make any difference. I then asked about making it two kids 
per computer. Seymour looked at me, shook his head, and said, “It is only 
when it is one-to-one that the power occurs.” And that was the seed of  the 
idea that ended up being the Maine laptop initiative. During the course of  our 
many discussions on the topic of  education, Seymour said, “It’s no longer 
good enough for schools to send out students who know how to do what they 
were taught. The modern world needs citizens who can do what they were 
not taught. We call this learning learning.” I think this is the most profound 
observation of  education that I have ever come across in my life. As part of  the 
laptop initiative, we have 37,000 Apple iBooks—one for every single seventh 
and eighth grader in Maine. Every single middle school classroom in all 167 
schools is a wireless network. It costs $289 per student per year, which includes 
the computer, the network, training, and support. The program was supposed 
to cover grades 7 through 12, but we ran out of  money. We could have waited 
till we had enough money to do all the grades, but I wanted to get started. It’s 
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been six years now, and we’re in our second round of  iBooks. This program has 
succeeded beyond my wildest expectations, particularly in the area of  writing 
skills, in which we’ve seen dramatic improvements. Improvement is less clear 
in terms of  other academic areas because what the laptops provide is not what 
is tested on current standardized tests, which are content based. We’ve got 
to move away from trying to test twenty-first-century skills with 1975 testing 
methods. The laptop is a process tool that helps you solve problems, which is 
what life is all about. It’s based on access to information; when you’ve got a 
mountain of  information out there, you need to have the proper tool to access 
it. That’s what the laptop is. In the Harry Potter series there’s an enchanted 
object called a portkey, which, if  touched, would take the person somewhere 
else. The laptop is the portkey for all of  our children, the thing that takes them 
places, takes them into the world of  information, takes them anywhere. And 
it enables them to master the information. Michael Jordan didn’t become the 
greatest basketball player in the history of  the world by going to basketball 
lab forty-two minutes a week. He played every day. The ball was an extension 
of  his arm; it was a part of  him, it was how he interacted with the world. A 
laptop should be an extension of  our kids’ arms, so they know instinctively 
how to use it; by doing so, they’re going to use it in ways that we haven’t even 
conceived of. They’re going to create and invent new things, and yes, they’re 
going to get into trouble sometimes. But we don’t outlaw automobiles just 
because car accidents kill 50,000 people a year. There are responsible ways 
and irresponsible ways. 

It’s also about equity. One of  the most important parts of  the Maine program 
is that it includes every kid—rich, poor, urban, rural, little town, big town. 
One of  the teachers from a little rural school in northern Maine told me that 
when they handed out the iBooks on that first day, she noticed a little boy with 
tears streaming down his face. The teacher went over and asked him what was 
the matter. He answered that nobody in his family had ever had anything that 
nice before. He’d never seen a new computer, let alone had one. 

We need to take a look at the law school model when redesigning our 
education system. The thing about law school, which a lot of  people don’t 
realize, is that it doesn’t teach the law; with each state’s statutes, plus the case 
law from both state and federal cases, there’s just too much law to teach—and 
remember. So what do they teach? They teach an analytical method for how to 
understand and take apart a problem, identify the issues, and then find the law 
that answers it. This needs to be the model for American education because, 
as Seymour said, how can you prepare people for jobs when 50 percent of  the 
jobs that kindergarten kids will have in eighteen years don’t even exist yet? 
Because you can’t train people for nonexistent jobs unless you can see into 
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the future, you’ve got to train people to have the skills that will be necessary 
no matter what the jobs are. And that brings us back to access and use of  the 
information. Sure they discuss real cases in law school, but the point is not to 
memorize a particular case but to understand how to ask the right questions 
about the case and how to go about finding the answer. That’s really what we 
need to think about, the transform-or-die part. 

Fighting the Entitlement Mentality

So we don’t have time for incrementalism, and we’ve got to be training people 
to have the skills they’ll need to solve problems that we haven’t even thought 
of. The third thing is attitude, which is as important to our success or failure 
as anything else. Part of  the problem in this country today is the entitlement 
mentality. Builders in Maine have a terrible time retaining young workers 
because they don’t “get” coming to work every day; they don’t “get” showing 
up on time; they don’t “get” saving their paychecks so they can make it into 
the next week. I don’t know how exactly we deal with that. It may be that 
we’re going into such a dire economic time that people will be shocked out 
of  it. My family hosted an AFS exchange student from Manching, China, 
for a year. The top 8 percent of  Chinese high school graduates equals the 
total number of  graduates in all U.S. high schools. On the way home from an 
AFS orientation session the day Ching Ching arrived in Maine, she asked if  
we could stop at a bookstore. You know what she bought? The SAT review 
guide—yes, that thing that looks like the Manhattan phone directory. She 
carried that book around with her for the next nine months. On Christmas 
Day we had to say, “Ching Ching, put that thing down and have Christmas 
with us.” The difference is attitude. She was hungry; she wanted to learn. 
She was getting everything she could from the American schools, from the 
American experience. With AFS students, administrators aren’t sure just how 
much they know, so when Ching Ching first started at Brunswick High, they 
put her in precalculus. Two weeks later, they moved her into honors calculus; 
two weeks after that, they moved her into AP calculus and put her on the 
math team. The following spring, Brunswick, for the first time in the history 
of  the school, won the state math championship. Now there were some other 
smart kids on that team, but I think Ching Ching had something to do with 
it. During that year, I got to know Ching Ching pretty well. She’s a bright kid, 
but she’s not a genius. She’s not noticeably more intelligent in an IQ sense 
than the other Brunswick High kids that hung out at our house during that 
period. What made the difference was the attitude, the hunger. And I don’t 
know how we can cultivate that in a society as rich as ours, but that’s really 
the issue. Educators have to somehow communicate to these kids that they’re 
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going to be coming out into a very different world than the one we grew up in, 
and they have to be sharp. 

Let me conclude with the thoughts of  my two favorite philosophers: Charles 
Darwin and Wayne Gretzky. When you think of  Darwin, you think survival 
of  the fittest. And I used to think that meant the biggest, the strongest, the 
ones with the longest claws and biggest teeth—the ones who get the most 
meat. I said this to a friend once, and he encouraged me to go back and look 
at The Origin of  Species. And what Darwin essentially said was that the fittest 
are those organizations, organisms, and individuals most adaptable to change. 
And adapting means changing our own behaviors, values, ways of  doing 
things. We are living in a period of  the most rapid change in history, and if  we 
don’t adapt, we’re in serious trouble. In terms of  how this change should affect 
the future of  education, if  we resist it, we die; if  we accept it, we survive; but 
if  we embrace it, we flourish. I think we should aim to flourish. 

Gretzky was the greatest scorer in the history of  the National Hockey League. 
He wasn’t particularly bigger or faster than any of  the other guys, and one day 
a reporter asked him how he scores all those goals. Gretzky answered, “I skate 
to where the puck is going to be; everyone else skates to where it is.” What 
a profound statement, and how relevant to our current situation. We know 
where the puck is going to be. We know that it involves technology; we know 
that it involves problem solving; we know that it involves a broad definition 
of  literacy. And not only do we have to skate in that direction but we have to 
skate fast, because we cannot lose a whole generation of  America. That’s the 
challenge that we’re facing today in American education. 
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