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The Practical Visionary 

David Driscoll 

In regard to my views on the future of schools, I have been described as a 
“practical visionary.” I’ve often wondered what such a designation means 
and if it is, in fact, a good thing. Perhaps by looking at some examples of the 
alternatives, we can come to understand what a label like “practical 
visionary” might mean. 

The Non-Practical Visionary: A good example is the group of Boston 
businessmen and Black community leaders who came together to create a 
charter school in the middle of Roxbury, the poorest section of Boston. 
Their vision was a middle school in which students would learn in the 
context of real-life business applications. They developed strong academic 
curricula and designed internships in which students would spend a few 
hours a week at local companies. Because they knew that many students 
would be coming to them with significant learning deficiencies, they 
planned for tutoring opportunities and much more time on task via a longer 
school day and year. Working with the community, they launched an 
elaborate recruitment strategy that resulted in an initial enrollment of  
two hundred students. This enrollment exceeded their projections and 
strengthened their financial standing. 

One component of the longer school year entailed beginning school in mid-
August, two weeks before the Boston Public Schools. How many of these 
seventh-grade inner-city students actually showed up when they realized 
their summer vacation would be ending early? About 25 percent. Since the 
school had hired staff and otherwise committed their projected income for 
appropriate materials and equipment, they were faced with a large deficit 
from which they never recovered, and the school closed down two years 
later. 

The Practical Non-Visionary: Here I think of the new high school principal 
who had been a successful teacher, coach, and vice principal in charge of 
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discipline. He had served under a principal who had come from outside the 
school district and had never really connected with the school. This 
principal had remained detached from parents, faculty, and students, and 
soon had little support or respect. When he was dismissed, the school board 
chose as his replacement the vice principal, who had earned widespread 
respect and goodwill. It was not long, however, before serious questions 
arose about the new principal’s ability to lead the school in the areas of 
curriculum and program. Parents soon complained about the lack of 
progress in the establishment of Advanced Placement courses and the lack 
of overall planning and direction for the school. The new principal knew 
how to manage but not how to lead.  

Massachusetts Education Reform Law 

When I became Commissioner of Education in Massachusetts, I brought  
to the position three decades of experience, ranging from classroom  
teacher to superintendent of a local school district, in addition to Deputy 
Commissioner of Education—a job in which I learned the workings of the 
Massachusetts Department of Education (DOE). This coincided with the 
state’s challenge to implement a strong, comprehensive Education Reform 
Law, which many experts considered the most effective in the country. This 
law contained strong language regarding purpose and vision, as well as a 
plethora of individual provisions for driving the agenda. This was all 
couched in a grand bargain of providing tools for the system in exchange for 
increased accountability. We were required to initiate a number of historic 
changes, including a completely new finance formula, testing for prospective 
teachers, curriculum frameworks and student assessment, and an account-
ability system for schools and districts. However, all of these provisions had 
to comply with the overall vision as set forth by statute.  

We developed three working definitions as paradigms for our work: 

 1. The law essentially revolved around three concepts: (a) higher 
standards and expectations for students, (b) higher standards and 
expectations for educators, and (c) higher standards and expecta-
tions for schools and districts. 
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 2. Even with the varied and numerous provisions that had to be 
implemented, everything was required to tie in to the single goal of 
higher achievement for all students. 

 3. Despite the new central role that the state was required to assume, 
we insisted that DOE personnel understand that the schools and 
districts had direct responsibility for students and their needs, and 
that our role was therefore one step removed. We began to insist 
that our staff work by the mantra that “we set the conditions by 
which schools and districts can improve student achievement.” 

Armed with these guideposts, we went about the work of implementing the 
strong provisions of the high standards required. We developed clear 
curriculum frameworks and a student assessment program that came to be 
consistently rated among the top programs in the country. We initiated a test 
for teachers, and saw 61 percent of the original candidates fail a straight-
forward communications and literacy test. Our tenth-grade graduation 
requirement resulted in both a decade of consistent improvement in student 
achievement, as documented by thirteen years of increased SAT scores, and 
Massachusetts becoming the first state in the history of the country to have 
the highest scaled score on all four NAEP tests (fourth- and eighth-grade 
math and reading). This occurred in 2005 and 2007 and is maintained so far 
in 2009 in math. Finally, Massachusetts participated in the Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and scored well 
when compared to countries around the world, trailing only Singapore in 
fourth-grade science. 

The New Commission on the Skills of the American 
Workforce 

The success we have experienced in Massachusetts is an example of tending 
toward and respecting the difficult daily challenges faced by local educators 
without wavering with respect to the high standards demanded by the law.  

Before I give my own views of what we might face in the next decade and 
therefore what will be expected of teachers, let me suggest a report, the care-
ful examination of which could benefit us all. 
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I had the honor of being asked to be a member of the commission created by 
the National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE) to examine 
the skills of the American workforce. This effort, led by Marc Tucker, was 
intended to carefully examine what was happening in educational systems 
around the world and what lessons we could learn for our American system. 
Readers may recall that Tucker and the NCEE had authored a report in 
1990 called America’s Choice: High Skills or Low Wages! which made the 
correct case that jobs that did not require much skill were going away, and 
that the only way for future workers to succeed financially was to attain 
much higher academic skills. This report captured much attention and led to 
the creation of school-to-work programs, which targeted high school 
students and young adults. One major premise that the report had very 
wrong, however, was that to earn high wages, American youth had only to 
obtain the high skills described in the report. The report’s authors did not 
anticipate the impact of the Internet, global competition, and a new order 
whereby better-educated foreign workers could do the same technical jobs as 
American workers at much less cost. They did not anticipate technicians in 
India, for example, reading X-rays and MRIs as skillfully and effectively as 
Americans, for one-third the typical cost in America. 

The NCEE’s new report, Tough Choices or Tough Times, released in 2007, is a 
great example of a forward-looking vision of what is likely to happen in the 
workplace, as informed by a careful look at what is happening in education 
systems around the world. While readers may take exception to some of the 
recommendations, the analyses of other countries and their systems are 
extremely well done, factual, and insightful. In fact, when presented with 
criticism that one or more of the solutions put forth is unrealistic or “pie in 
the sky,” I have responded, accurately, that each proposed solution is 
actually in place and working somewhere in the world.  

In quick summary, the report concludes that there are not going to be 
significant new moneys for education in the future, given the current 
economy and built-in costs of pensions, health care, and other necessities. 
Therefore, our system must eliminate, or at least greatly reduce, remediation 
at all levels, saving billions of dollars for budget items such as teacher 
salaries and health and psychological services for students. Also included are 
provisions to change the management and financing of schools, invest 
heavily in early childhood education, and establish internationally bench-
marked standards for all students, with the greatest percentage of funds 
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devoted to the students who are most needy. This report is a great place to 
start when pondering the changes that are desperately needed if our students 
are to compete with their counterparts around the world.  

The Future of Education 

I would now like to offer a few of my own views on what I see as important 
guideposts for the future, and the implications for many of us, particularly 
teachers: 

 1. Do more with less. I think it should be pretty clear by now that 
school systems will not see a return to the days when annual 
funding increases of 3–7 percent, primarily for pay increases and 
inflation, were enjoyed every year. In fact, in most states, we have 
seen funding reductions that have resulted in the elimination of art 
and music programs, among others, and many locals report budgets 
reduced to levels from as far back as five years prior. We are going 
to have to find ways to operate with less financial resources. Also, 
we cannot continue to claim that these tighter conditions mean we 
will automatically accomplish less, in light of the fact that costs per 
pupil are still so much higher in America than they are anywhere 
else in the world.  

 2. Get it done instead of just talking about it. One CEO of a major 
corporation recently addressed the Council of Chief State School 
Officers and advised them to adopt the Nike motto: “Just do it.” 
We have talked about setting high national (not federal) standards 
for years, and yet while other countries have clear standards for all 
and are concentrating on how to get students to meet those 
standards, we find ourselves with fifty versions of what students 
should know in any particular area. The same is true for school 
reform. How many versions do we have of reform priorities— 
strong principals; data-driven instruction; clear, high standards and 
expectations; methods for engaging students. We obsess over 
getting these lists right and leave the implementation for later.  

 3. Envision public education in America without useless debate. If it 
isn’t whole language versus phonics, it is the math wars. Sillier still 
is the new argument over twenty-first-century skills and content. 
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First of all, I think Ben Franklin and others would rightly take issue 
with the fact that the twenty-first century is the first to discover 
creative thinking and problem-solving skills. More importantly, 
concluding that such skills can be taught separately from strong 
content is to understand neither. Twenty-first-century skills must be 
based on content in the various disciplines. Consider the Odyssey of 
the Mind program. While coaching a team of high school girls who 
won our state’s championship and went on to the national compe-
tition, I watched them create a project focused on the Seven 
Wonders of the World and develop the attendant critical-thinking 
and content-area skills, as a requirement for answering impromptu 
questions about their subject during competition. These skills are 
rarely separate and never mutually exclusive. 

 4. Base practice on what is true rather than on what is perceived to be 
true. There are too many publications that claim to be based on fact 
but are really opinion. In Massachusetts, we faced a number of so-
called studies that concluded that “high-stakes testing was not 
effective.” One prominent scholar even stated that our dropout rate 
went “through the roof” when we implemented our graduation test. 
In fact, the dropout rate stayed static and, if anything, even dropped 
slightly; the statement that it increased is a lie. The debate around 
connecting student test results to teacher performance takes on a 
whole new importance when it is tied to the appropriate research. 
Proper analysis, done carefully over time, can identify the most and 
least effective teachers in our schools. 

 5. Focus on the needs of students and not the needs of adults. I will 
provide two examples of what I mean. First, in our state (and I 
suspect this applies to any state that operates under collective 
bargaining), school boards have spent literally thousands of hours 
over the past couple of decades arguing over start and end times for 
teacher workdays. In practice, these specific times will do nothing 
to guarantee that our students will catch up to students in Finland 
and Singapore. Second, if looking for the best physics teacher in 
Massachusetts, it’s best to start in suburban Wayland or Weston, 
not in Holyoke or Boston. This is to say, generally, that the worst 
conditions exist for students who are the most needy. Known 
otherwise as education by zip code, this dynamic is generally the 
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case across the country. It is also a main reason why, to me, the 
Teach for America organization is so encouraging. 

Finally, I would like to offer my description of what schools will look like a 
decade from now if the powers that be or American society demand the kind 
of changes to our system that are needed to produce students that can truly 
compete in the world to come. If there is not a Sputnik moment and 
Americans continue to live in denial, I am afraid there will be little change, 
and teachers will continue to be prepared as they are today. It is hard to 
believe, though, that there will not be a crisis event or series of events that 
shakes us to the core about the way our system currently works and 
performs. Consider the drive and accomplishment of students elsewhere, 
and the staggering numbers of Chinese and Indian youngsters graduating 
with strong math and science skills, and proficiency in English as well as 
their own language. It is hard to believe we are not headed for calamity. 

If true change comes, this is what I see: 

 1. Use of Technology. Schools are currently in the Dark Ages with 
respect to the gap between technology’s potential for student 
learning and how it is applied, and this gap may grow in the future, 
when even more remarkable technological advancements will 
occur. There is no reason why the poorest performing schools 
cannot take lessons from the best physics lecturers in the country, 
who are only a video stream away. Computers have infinite 
patience; lack prejudice; and can be used by individuals, in small 
groups, and in lecture halls filled with students. Computers can 
engage students in remarkable ways. We have all seen students 
glued to a computer screen, focused on top-notch educational 
materials. I remember visiting Harvard/Kent Elementary School in 
the Charlestown section of Boston, where a class of Chinese first 
graders was learning addition through software that featured a little 
character who applauded every time an addition problem was 
answered correctly. In a classroom of limited communication due 
to language barriers, all I heard was endless applause as each 
student answered problems correctly. The bottom line is that future 
teachers who are technologically savvy and use technology 
creatively alongside their students will be at a premium and thus 
will be hired more often and compensated accordingly. 
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 2. Individual Learning Plans. Gone will be the days when all students 
attend school from September to June (as if they still work on 
farms) or from 7:32 a.m. to 2:28 p.m. Based on data, interest, need, 
and individual choice, students will be put on plans that will guide 
them to proficiency in the time and conditions (including non-
school settings) necessary. Teachers will need to be expert in such 
skills as obtaining the right data to monitor progress, analyzing that 
data, and applying the results to make the right adjustments to each 
student’s plan. 

 3. Differentiated Staffing. Schools will employ a variety of teaching 
positions that vary in time requirement, responsibility, and com-
pensation. These positions will include master teachers, paid the 
most—perhaps even more than school leaders. These teachers will 
work year-round and provide coaching for colleagues, conduct 
research, and provide instructional leadership for a portion of 
students in the school. Master teachers will provide some direct 
teaching, but this will be dependent on the schoolwide plan and 
how it intersects with individual learning plans. This means that 
teachers who commit to a career of continuous learning about 
content, practices, and theories of effective learning and motivation 
will be utilized and rewarded appropriately. Schools will also have a 
wide range of other positions, including less-than-full-year teachers 
(those working nine months a year or mother’s hours) and teacher 
aides, whose primary responsibilities would include paperwork and 
other clerical tasks to relieve teachers. Depending on the com-
munity, these roles may be filled by elders or other citizens who 
reflect the language and culture of their community. Schools will 
also employ “non-educational professionals”—social workers, 
health providers, and other service providers—to address student 
needs and any existing barriers to learning. 

 4. Performance Management. Schools will be led by entities that bid 
for the right to manage each school, based on measurable outcomes 
that must be met for the entity to continue. While such an 
arrangement might call to mind charter schools, the entities here 
could just as easily be composed of teacher groups or a combination 
of educators and others with different backgrounds in finance or 
human resources. Therefore, future teachers must be prepared to 
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apply to and join those groups that have school plans that will both 
take best advantage of their skills and provide the best financial and 
professional-development package. 

The bottom line here is that schools of the future must not only produce for 
students but also bring out the best in the adults that work there. It is 
essential that we equip our students and teachers with what they need for the 
world they will face, but we will have reformed our schools only when the 
children who first come to school and the teachers who first enter into the 
profession maintain that wonderful and idealistic spirit that is currently 
wrung out of them over time. 


