
On Apri l  26, 1983, the President's Commission on Excellence in Education 
released a remarkab le  report, A Nation at Risk. This Report has s t imulated in the 
media  considerable discussion about  the problems in our schools, speculation 
about the causes, and  ass ignment  of  blame. Astonishingly, f e w  of the media  
reports have focused  on the specific f indings and recommendat ions  of  the 
Commission. A lmos t  none  of  the med ia  reports tells that the Commission i tsel f  
re frained f rom speculation on causes and f rom assignment  of blame. 

Because of  the extraordinary clarity and importance of the Commission's 
Report, the editors of  the Communica t ions  decided to reprint  the Report's main  
section in its entirety. We are p leased  to present  it to you here. 

Peter J. Denning 
Editor-in-Chief 
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INTRODUCTION 
Secretary of Education T. H. Bell created the National Com- 
mission on Excellence in Education on August 26, 1981, di- 
recting it to examine the quality of education in the United 
States and to make a report to the Nation and to him within 
18 months of its first meeting. In accordance with the Secre- 
tary's instructions, this report contains practical recommenda- 
tions for educational improvement and fulfills the Commis- 
sion's responsibilities under the terms of its charter. 

The Commission was created as a result of the Secretary's 
concern about "the widespread public perception that some- 
thing is seriously remiss in our educational system." Soliciting 
the "support of all who care about our future," the Secretary 
noted that he was establishing the Commission based on his 
"responsibility to provide leadership, constructive criticism, 
and effective assistance to schools and universities." 

The Commission's charter contained several specific 
charges to which we have given particular attention. These 
included: 

• assessing the quality of teaching and learning in our Na- 
tion's public and private schools, colleges, and universities; 

• comparing American schools and colleges with those of 
other advanced nations; 

• studying the relationship between college admissions re- 
quirements and student achievement in high school; 

• identifying educational programs which result in notable 
student success in college; 

• assessing the degree to which major social and educational 
changes in the last quarter century have affected student 
achievement; and 

• defining problems which must be faced and overcome if 
we are successfully to pursue the course of excellence in 
education. 

The Commission's charter directed it to pay particular at- 
tention to teenage youth, and we have done so largely by 
focusing on high schools. Selective attention was given to the 
formative years spent in elementary schools, to higher educa- 
tion, and to vocational and technical programs. We refer those 
interested in the need for similar reform in higher education 
to the recent report of the American Council on Education, 

To Strengthen the Quality of Higher Education. 
In going about its work the Commission has relied in the 

main upon five sources of information: 

• papers commissioned from exports on a variety of educa- 
tional issues: 

• administrators, teachers, students, representatives of profes- 
sional and public groups, parents, business leaders, public 
officials, and scholars who testified at eight meetings of the 
full Commission, six public hearings, two panel discussions, 
a symposium, and a series of meetings organized by the 
Department of Education's Regional Offices; 

• existing analyses of problems in education; 
• letters from concerned citizens, teachers, and administra- 

tors who volunteered extensive comments on problems 
and possibilities in American education; and 

• descriptions of notable programs and promising approaches 
in education. 

To these public-minded citizens who took the trouble to 
share their concerns with us--frequently at their own ex- 
pense in time, money, and effort--we extend our thanks. In 
all cases, we have benefited from their advice and taken their 
views into account; how we have treated their suggestions is, 
of course, our responsibility alone. In addition, we are grateful 
to the individuals in schools, universities, foundations, busi- 
ness, government, and communities throughout the United 
States who provided the facilities and staff so necessary to the 
success of our many public functions. 

The Commission was impressed during the course of its 
activities by the diversity of opinion it received regarding the 
condition of American education and by conflicting views 
about what should be done. In many ways, the membership 
of the Commission itself reflected that diversity and difference 
of opinion during the course of its work. This report, never- 
theless, gives evidence that men and women of good will can 
agree on common goals and on ways to pursue them. 

The Commission's charter, the authors and topics of com- 
missioned papers, a list of the public events, and a roster of 
the Commission's staff are included in the appendices which 
complete this volume. 
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A Nation At Risk 

Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in 
commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation is 
being overtaken by competitors throughout the world. This 
report is concerned with only one of the many causes and 
dimensions of the problem, but it is the one that undergirds 
American prosperity, security, and civility. We report to the 
American people that while we can take justifiable pride in 
what our schools and colleges have historically accomplished 
and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its 
people, the educational foundations of our society are pres- 
ently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threat- 
ens our very future as a Nation and a people. What was 
unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur--others 
are matching and surpassing our educational attainments. 

If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on 
America the mediocre educational performance that exists 
today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it 
stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves. We have 
even squandered the gains in student achievement made in 
the wake of the Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we:have dis- 
mantled essential support systems which helped make those 
gains possible. We have, in effect, been committing an act of 
unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament. 

Our society and its educational institutions seem to have 
lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling, and of the high 
expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them. 
This report, the result of 18 months of study, seeks to generate 
reform of our educational system in fundamental ways and to 
renew the Nation's commitment to schools and colleges of 
high quality throughout the length and breadth of our land. 

That we have compromised this commitment is, upon re- 
flection, hardly surprising, given the multitude of often con- 
flicting demands we have placed on our Nation's schools and 
colleges. They are routinely called on to provide solutions to 
personal, social, and political problems that the home and 
other institutions either will not or cannot resolve. We must 
understand that these demands on our schools and colleges 
often exact an educational cost as well as a financial one. 

On the occasion of the Commission's first meeting, Presi- 
dent Reagan noted the central importance of education in 
American life when he said: "Certainly there are few areas of 
American life as important to our society, to our people, and 
to our families as our schools and colleges." This report, there- 
fore, is as much an open letter to the American people as it is 
a report to the Secretary of Education. We are confident that 
the American people, properly informed, will do what is right 
for their children and for the generations to come. 

THE RISK 
History is not kind to idlers. The time is long past when 
America's destiny was assured simply by an abundance of 
natural resources and inexhaustible human enthusiasm, and 
by our relative isolation from the malignant problems of older 
civilizations. The world is indeed one global village. We live 
among determined, well-educated, and strongly motivated 
competitors. We compete with them for international standing 

and markets, not only with products but also with the ideas 
of our laboratories and neighborhood workshops. America's 
position in the world may once have been reasonably secure 
with only a few exceptionally well-trained men and women. 
It is no longer. 

The risk is not only that the Japanese make automobiles 
more efficiently than Americans and have government subsi- 
dies for development and export. It is not just that the South 
Koreans recently built the world's most efficient steel mill, or 
that American machine tools, once the pride of the world, are 
being displaced by German products. It is also that these 
developments signify a redistribution of trained capability 
throughout the globe. Knowledge, learning, information, and 
skilled intelligence are the new raw materials of international 
commerce and are today spreading throughout the world as 
vigorously as miracle drugs, synthetic fertilizers, and blue 
jeans did earlier. If only to keep and improve on the slim 
competitive edge we still retain in world markets, we must 
dedicate ourselves to the reform of our educational system for 
the benefit of a l l - -old  and young alike, affluent and poor, 
majority and minority. Learning is the indispensable invest- 
ment required for success in the "information age" we are 
entering. 

Our concern, however, goes well beyond matters such as 
industry and commerce. It also includes the intellectual, 
moral, and spiritual strengths of our people which knit to- 
gether the very fabric of our society. The people of the United 
States need to know that individuals in our society who do 
not possess the level of skill, literacy, and training essential to 
this new era will be effectively disenfranchised, not simply 
from the material rewards that accompany competent per- 
formance, but also from the chance to participate fully in our 
national life. A high level of shared education is essential to a 
flee, democratic society and to the fostering of a common 
culture, especially in a country that prides itself on pluralism 
and individual freedom. 

For our country to function, citizens must be able to reach 
some common understandings on complex issues, often on 
short notice and on the basis of conflicting or incomplete 
evidence. Education helps form these common understand- 
ings, a point Thomas Jefferson made long ago in his justly 
famous dictum: 

I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the society 
but the people themselves; and if we think them not enlightened 
enough to exercise their control with a wholesome discretion, the 
remedy is not to take it from them but to inform their discretion. 

Part of what is at risk is the promise first made on this 
continent: All, regardless of race or class or economic status, 
are entitled to a fair chance and to the tools for developing 
their individual powers of mind and spirit to the utmost. This 
promise means that all children by virtue of their own efforts, 
competently guided, can hope to attain the mature and in- 
formed judgment needed to secure gainful employment and 
to manage their own lives, thereby serving not only their own 
interests but also the progress of society itself. 
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INDICATORS OF THE RiSK 
The educational dimensions of the risk before us have been 
amply documented in testimony received by the Commission. 
For example: 

o International comparisons of student achievement, com- 
pleted a decade ago, reveal that on 19 academic tests Ameri- 
can students were never first or second and, in comparison 
with other industrialized nations, were last seven times. 
o Some 23 million American adults are functionally illiterate 
by the simplest tests of everyday reading, writing, and com- 
prehension. 
o About 13 percent of all 17-year-olds in the United States 
can be considered functionally illiterate. Functional illiteracy 
among minority youth may run as high as 40 percent. 

America's position in the world may 
once have been reasonably secure 
with only a few exceptionally well- 
trained men and women. It is no 
longer. 

o Average achievement of high school students on most 
standardized tests is now lower than 26 years ago when Sput- 
nik was launched. 
o Over half the population of gifted students do not match 
their tested ability with comparable achievement in school. 
o The College Board's Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) demon- 
strate a virtually unbroken decline from 1963 to 1980. Aver- 
age verbal scores fell over 50 points and average mathematics 
scores dropped nearly 40 points. 
o College Board achievement tests also reveal consistent de- 
clines in recent years in such subjects as physics and English. 
o Both the number and proportion of students demonstrating 
superior achievement on the SATs (i.e., those with scores of 
650 or higher) have also dramatically declined. 
o Many 17-year-olds do not possess the "higher order" intel- 
lectual skills we should expect of them. Nearly 40 percent 
cannot draw inferences from written material; only one-fifth 
can write a persuasive essay; and only one-third can solve a 
mathematics problem requiring several steps. 
o There was a steady decline in science achievement scores 
of U.S. 17-year-olds as measured by national assessments of 
science in 1969, 1973, and 1977. 
o Between 1975 and 1980, remedial mathematics courses in 
public 4-year colleges increased by 72 percent and now con- 
stitute one-quarter of all mathematics courses taught in those 
institutions. 
o Average tested achievement of students graduating from 
college is also lower. 
o Business and military leaders complain that they are re- 
quired to spend millions of dollars on costly remedial educa- 
tion and training programs in such basic skills as reading, 
writing, spelling, and computation. The Department of the 
Navy, for example, reported to the Commission that one- 
quarter of its recent recruits cannot read at the ninth grade 
level, the minimum needed simply to understand written 
safety instructions. Without remedial work they cannot even 
begin, much less complete, the sophisticated training essential 
in much of the modem military. 

These deficiencies come at a time when the demand for 
higher skilled workers in new fields is accelerating rapidly. 
For example: 

o Computers and computer-controlled equipment are pene- 
trating every aspect of our lives---homes, factories, and offices. 
o One estimate indicates that by the turn of the century 
millions of jobs will involve laser technology and robotics. 
o Technology is radically transforming a host of other occupa- 
tions. They include health care, medical science, energy pro- 
duction, food processing, construction, and the building, re- 
pair, and maintenance of sophisticated scientific, educational, 
military, and industrial equipment. 

Analysts examining these indicators of student performance 
and the demands for new skills have made some chilling 
observations. Educational researcher Paul Hurd concluded at 
the end of a thorough national survey of student achievement 
that within the context of the modem scientific revolution, 
"We are raising a new generation of Americans that is scien- 
tifically and technologically illiterate." In a similar vein, John 
Slaughter, a former Director of the National Science Founda- 
tion, warned of "a growing chasm between a small scientific 
and technological elite and a citizenry ill-informed, indeed 
uninformed, on issues with a science component." 

But the problem does not stop there, nor do all observers 
see it the same way. Some worry that schools may emphasize 
such rudiments as reading and computation at the expense of 
other essential skills such as comprehension, analysis, solving 
problems, and drawing conclusions. Still others are concerned 
that an overemphasis on technical and occupational skills will 
leave little time for studying the arts and humanities that so 
enrich daily life, help maintain civility, and develop a sense of 
community. Knowledge of the humanities, they maintain, 
must be harnessed to science and technology if the latter are 
to remain creative and humane, just as the humanities need 
to be informed by science and technology if they are to re- 
main relevant to the human condition. Another analyst, Paul 
Copperman, has drawn a sobering conclusion. Until now, he 
has noted: 

Each generation of Americans has outstripped its parents in edu- 
cation, in literacy, and in economic attainment. For the first time 
in the history of our country, the educational skills of one genera- 
tion will not surpass, will not equal, will not even approach, those 
of their parents. 

The people of the United States need 
to know that individuals in our soci- 
ety who do not possess the levels of 
skill, literacy, and training essential 
to this new era will  be effectively 
disenfranchised, not simply from the 
material rewards that accompany 
competent performance, but also 
from the chance to participate fully 
in our national life. 
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It is important, of course, to recognize that the average 
citizen today is better educated and more knowledgeable than 
the average citizen of a generation ago--more literate, and 
exposed to more mathematics, literature, and science. The 
positive impact of this fact on the well-being of our country 
and the lives of our people cannot be overstated. Neverthe- 
less, the average graduate of our schools and colleges today is 
not as well-educated as the average graduate of 25 or 35 years 
ago, when a much smaller proportion of our population com- 
pleted high school and college. The negative impact of this 
fact likewise cannot be overstated. 

HOPE AND FRUSTRATION 
Statistics and their interpretation by experts show only the 
surface dimension of the difficulties we face. Beneath them 
lies a tension between hope and frustration that characterizes 
current attitudes about education at every level. 

We have heard the voices of high school and college stu- 
dents, school board members, and teachers; of leaders of in- 
dustry, minority groups, and higher education; of parents and 
State officials. We could hear the hope evident in their com- 
mitment to qualify education and in their descriptions of 
outstanding programs and schools. We could also hear the 
intensity of their frustration, a growing impatience with shod- 
diness in many walks of American life, and the complaint 
that this shoddiness is too often reflected in our schools and 
colleges. Their frustration threatens to overwhelm their hope. 

What lies behind this emerging national sense of frustration 
can be described as both a dimming of personal expectations 
and the fear of losing a shared vision for America. 

On the personal level the student, the parent, and the 
caring teacher all perceive that a basic promise is not being 
kept. More and more young people emerge from high school 
ready neither for college nor for work. This predicament be- 
comes more acute as the knowledge base continues its rapid 
expansion, the number of traditional jobs shrinks, and new 
jobs demand greater sophistication and preparation. 

On a broader scale, we sense that this undertone of frustra- 
tion has significant political implications, for its cuts across 
ages, generations, races, and political and economic groups. 
We have come to understand that the public will demand 
that educational and political leaders act forcefully and effec- 
tively on these issues. Indeed, such demands have already 
appeared and could well become a unifying national preoccu- 
pation. This unity, however, can be achieved only if we avoid 
the unproductive tendency of some to search for scapegoats 
among the victims, such as the beleaguered teachers. 

On the positive side is the significant movement by political 
and educational leaders to search for solutions--so far center- 
ing largely on the nearly desperate need for increased support 
for the teaching of mathematics and science. This movement 
is but a start on what we believe is a larger and more educa- 
tionally encompassing need to improve teaching and learning 
in fields such as English, history, geography, economics, and 
foreign languages. We believe this movement must be broad- 
ened and directed toward reform and excellence throughout 
education. 

EXCEI.I.F.NCE IN EDUCATION 
We define "excellence" to mean several related things. At the 
level of the individual learner, it means performing on the 
boundary of individual ability in ways that test and push 
back personal limits, in school and in the workplace. Excel- 
lence characterizes a school or college that sets high expecta- 
tions and goals for all learners, then tries in every way possi- 
ble to help students reach them. Excellence characterizes a 

Many 17-year-olds do not possess the 
"higher order" intellectual skills we 
should expect of them. Nearly 40 
percent cannot draw inferences from 
written material; only one-fifth can 
write a persuasive essay; only one- 
third can solve a mathematics prob- 
lem requiring several steps. 

society that has adopted these policies, for it will then be 
prepared through the education and skill of its people to 
respond to the challenges of a rapidly changing world. Our 
Nation's people and its schools and colleges must be commit- 
ted to achieving excellence in all these senses. 

We do not believe that a public commitment to excellence 
and educational reform must be made at the expense of a 
strong public commitment to the equitable treatment of our 
diverse population. The twin goals of equity and high-quality 
schooling have profound and practical meaning for our econ- 
omy and society, and we cannot permit one to yield to the 
other either in principle or in practice. To do so would deny 
young people their chance to learn and live according to their 
aspirations and abilities. It also would lead to a generalized 
accommodation to mediocrity in our society on the one hand 
or the creation of an undemocratic elitism on the other. 

Our goal must be to develop the talents of all to their 
fullest. Attaining that goal requires that we expect and assist 
all students to work to the limits of their capabilities. We 
should expect schools to have genuinely high standards 
rather than minimum ones, and parents to support and en- 
courage their children to make the most of their talents and 
abilities. 

The search for solutions to our educational problems must 
also include a commitment to life-long learning. The task of 
rebuilding our system of learning is enormous and must be 
properly understood and taken seriously: Although a millian 
and a half new workers enter the economy each year from 
our schools and colleges, the adults working today will still 
make up about 75 percent of the workforce in the year 2000. 
These workers, and new entrants into the workforce, will 
need further education and retraining if they- -and  we as a 
Nation--are to thrive and prosper. 

THE LEARNING SOCIETY 
In a world of ever-accelerating competition and change in the 
conditions of the workplace, of ever-greater danger, and of 
ever-larger opportunities for those prepared to meet them, 
educational reform should focus on the goal of creating a 
Learning Society. At the heart of such a society is the com- 
mitment to a set of values and to a system of education that 
affords all members the opportunity to stretch their minds to 
full capacity, from early childhood through adulthood, learn- 
ing more as the world itself changes. Such a society has as a 
basic foundation the idea that education is important not only 
because of what it contributes to one's career goals but also 
because of the value it adds to the general quality of one's life. 
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Also at the heart of the Learning Society are educational 
opportunities extending far beyond the traditional institutions 
of learning, our schools and colleges. They extend into homes 
and workplaces; into libraries, art galleries, museums, and 
science centers; indeed, into every place where the individual 
can develop and mature in work and life. In our view, formal 
schooling in youth is the essential foundation for learning 
throughout one's life. But without life-long learning, one's 
skills will become rapidly dated. 

In contrast to the ideal of the Learning Society, however, 
we find that for too many people education means doing the 
minimum work necessary for the moment, then coasting 
through life on what may have been learned in its first 
quarter. But this should not surprise us because we tend to 
express our educational standards and expectations largely in 
terms of "minimum requirements." And where there should 
be a coherent continuum of learning, we have none, but 
instead an often incoherent, outdated patchwork quilt. Many 
individual, sometimes heroic, examples of schools and col- 
leges of great merit do exist. Our findings and testimony 
confirm the vitality of a number of notable schools and pro- 
grams, but their very distinction stands out against a vast 
mass shaped by tensions and pressures that inhibit systematic 
academic and vocational achievement for the majority of stu- 
dents. In some metropolitan areas basic literacy has become 
the goal rather than the starting point. In some colleges main- 
raining enrollments is of greater day-to-day concern than 
maintaining rigorous academic standards. And the ideal of 
academic excellence as the primary goal of schooling seems to 
be fading across the board in American education. 

Thus, we issue this call to all who care about America and 
its future: to parents and students; to teachers, administrators, 
and school board members; to colleges and industry; to union 
members and military leaders; to governors and State legisla- 
tors; to the President; to members of Congress and other pub- 
lic officials; to members of learned and scientific societies; to 
the print and electronic media; to concerned citizens every- 
where. America is at risk. 

We are confident that America can address this risk. ff the 
tasks we set forth are initiated now and our recommendations 
are fully realized over the next several years, we can expect 
reform of our Nation's schools, colleges, and universities. This 
would also reverse the current declining t rend- -a  trend that 
stems more from weakness of purpose, confusion of vision, 
underuse of talent, and lack of leadership, than from condi- 
tions beyond our control. 

Knowledge of the humani t ies . . ,  must 
be harnessed to science and technol- 
ogy if the latter are to remain crea- 
tive and humane just as the humani- 
ties need to be informed by science 
and technology if  they are to remain 
relevant to the human condition. 

THE TOOLS AT HAND 
It is our conviction that the essential raw materials needed to 
reform our educational system are waiting to be mobilized 
through effective leadership: 

o the natural abilities of the young that cry out to be devel- 
oped and the undiminished concern of parents for the well- 
being of their children; 
o the commitment of the Nation to high retention rates in 
schools and colleges and to full access to education for all; 
o the persistent and authentic American dream that superior 
performance can raise one's state in life and shape one's own 
future; 
o the dedication, against all odds, that keeps teachers serving 
in schools and colleges, even as the rewards diminish; 
o our better understanding of learning and teaching and the 
implications of this knowledge for school practice, and the 
numerous examples of local success as a result of superior 
effort and effective dissemination; 
o the ingenuity of our policymakers, scientists, State and local 
educators, and scholars in formulating solutions once prob- 
lems are better understood; 
o the traditional belief that paying for education is an invest- 
ment in ever-renewable human resources that are more dura- 
ble and flexible than capital plant and equipment, and the 
availability in this country of sufficient financial means to 
invest in education; 
o the equally sound tradition, from the Northwest Ordinance 
of 1787 until today, that the Federal Government should sup- 
plement State, local, and other resources to foster key national 
educational goals; and 
o the voluntary efforts of individuals, businesses, and parent 
and civic groups to cooperate in strengthening educational 
programs. 

These raw materials, combined with the unparalleled array 
of educational organizations in America, offer us the possibiity 
to create a Learning Society, in which public, private, and 
parochial schools; colleges and universities; vocational techni- 
cal schools and institutes; libraries; science centers, museums, 
and other cultural institutions; and corporate training and 
retraining programs offer opportunities and choices for all to 
learn throughout life. 

THE PUBLIC'S COMMITMENT 
Of all the tools at hand, the public's support for education is 
the most powerful. In a message to a National Academy of 
Sciences meeting in May 1982, President Reagan commented 
on this fact when he said: 

This public awareness---and I hope public action--is long over- 
due . . . .  This country was built on American respect for educa- 
tion . . . .  Our challenge now is to create a resurgence of that thirst 
for education that typifies our Nation's history. 

The most recent (1982) Gallup Poll of the Public's Attitudes 
Toward the Public Schools strongly supported a theme heard 
during our hearings: People are steadfast in their belief that 
education is the major foundation for the future strength of 
this country. They even considered education more important 
than developing the best industrial system or the strongest 
military force, perhaps because they understood education as 
the cornerstone of both. They also held that education is 
"extremely important" to one's future success, and that public 
education should be the top priority for additional Federal 
funds. Education occupied first place among 12 funding cate- 
gories considered in the survey--above health care, welfare, 
and military defense, with 55 percent selecting public educa- 
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Our findings and testimony confirm 
the vitality of a number of notable 
schools and programs, but their very 
distinction stands out against a vast 
mass shaped by tensions and pres- 
sures that inhibit systematic aca- 
demic and vocational achievement 
for the majority of students. 

tion as one of their first three choices. Very clearly, the public 
understands the primary importance of education as the foun- 
dation for a satisfying life, an enlightened and civil society, a 
strong economy, and a secure Nation. 

At the same time, the public has no patience with unde- 
manding and superfluous high school offerings. In another 
survey, more than 75 percent of all those questioned believed 
every student planning to go to college should take 4 years of 
mathematics, English, history/U.S, government, and science, 
with more than 50 percent adding 2 years each of a foreign 
language and economics or business. The public even sup- 
ports requiring much of this curriculum for students who do 
not plan to go to college. These standards far exceed the 
strictest high school graduation requirements of any State to- 
day, and they also exceed the admission standards of all but a 
handful of our most selective colleges and universities. 

Another dimension of the public's support offers the pros- 
pect of constructive reform. The best term to characterize it 
may simply be the honorable word "patriotism." Citizens 
know intuitively what some of the best economists have 
shown in their research, that education is one of the chief 
engines of a society's material well-being. They know, too, 
that education is the common bond of a pluralistic society 
and helps tie us to other cultures around the globe. Citizens 
also know in their bones that the safety of the United States 
depends principally on the wit, skill, and spirit of a self- 
confident people, today and tomorrow. It is, therefore, essen- 
tial-especially in a period of long-term decline in educational 
achievement--for government at all levels to affirm its re- 
sponsibility for nurturing the Nation's intellectual capital. 

And perhaps most important, citizens know and believe 
that the meaning of America to the rest of the world must be 
something better than it seems to many today. Americans like 
to think of this Nation as the preeminent country for generat- 
ing the great ideas and material benefits for all mankind. The 
citizen is dismayed at a steady 15-year decline in industrial 
productivity, as one great American industry after another 
falls to world competition. The citizen wants the country to 
act on the belief, expressed in our hearings and by the large 
majority in the Gallup Poll, that education should be at the 
top of the Nation's agenda. 

FINDINGS 
We conclude that declines in educational performance are in 
large part the result of disturbing inadequacies in the way the 
educational process itself is often conducted. The findings that 
follow, culled from a much more extensive list, reflect four 

important aspects of the educational process: content, expecta- 
tions, time, and teaching. 

Findings Regarding Content 
By content we mean the very "stuff" of education, the curric- 
ulum. Because of our concern about the curriculum, the 
Commission examined patterns of courses high school stu- 
dents took in 1964-69 compared with course patterns in 
1976-81. On the basis of these analyses we conclude: 

o Secondary school curricula have been homogenized, di- 
luted, and diffused to the point that they no longer have a 
central purpose. In effect, we have a cafeteria-style curricu- 
lum in which the appetizers and desserts can easily be mis- 
taken for the main courses. Students have migrated from 
vocational and college preparatory programs to "general track" 
courses in large numbers. The proportion of students taking a 
general program of study has increased from 12 percent in 
1964 to 42 percent in 1979. 
o This curricular smorgasbord, combined with extensive stu- 
dent choice, explains a great deal about where we find our- 
selves today. We offer intermediate algebra, but only 31 per- 
cent of our recent high school graduates complete it; we offer 
French I, but only 13 percent complete it; and we offer geog- 
raphy, but only 16 percent complete it. Calculus is available 

Of all the tools at hand, the public's 
support for education is the most 
powerful. 

in schools enrolling about 60 percent of all students, but only 
6 percent of all students complete it. 
o Twenty-five percent of the credits earned by general track 
high school students are in physical and health education, 
work experience outside the school, remedial English and 
mathematics, and personal service and development courses, 
such as training for adulthood and marriage. 

Findings Regarding Expectations 
We define expectations in terms of the level of knowledge, 
abilities, and skills school and college graduates should pos- 
sess. They also refer to the time, hard work, behavior, self- 
discipline, and motivation that are essential for high student 
achievement. Such expectations are expressed to students in 
several different ways: 

o by grades, which reflect the degree to which students dem- 
onstrate their mastery of subject matter; 
o through high school and college graduation requirements, 
which tell students which subjects are most important; 
o by the presence or absence of rigorous examinations requir- 
ing students to de.monstrate their mastery of content and skill 
before receiving a diploma or a degree; 
o by college admissions requirements, which reinforce high 
school standards; and 
o by the difficulty of the subject matter students confront in 
their texts and assigned readings. 

Our analyses in each of these areas indicate notable defi- 
ciencies: 

o The amount of homework for high school seniors has de- 
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creased (two-thirds report less than one hour a night) and 
grades have risen as average student achievement has been 
declining. 
o In many other industrialized nations, courses in mathemat- 
ics (other than arithmetic or general mathematics), biology, 
chemistry, physics, and geography start in grade 6 and are 
required of a/l students. The time spent on these subjects, 
based on class hours, is about three times that spent by even 
the most science-oriented U.S. students, i.e., those who select 
4 years of science and mathematics in secondary school. 
o A 1980 State-by-State survey of high school diploma re- 
quirements reveals that only eight States require high schools 
to offer foreign language instruction, but none requires stu- 
dents to take the courses. Thirty-five States require only 1 
year of mathematics, and 36 require only 1 year of science for 
a diploma. 
o In 13 States, 50 percent or more of the units required for 
high school graduation may be electives chosen by the stu- 
dent. Given this freedom to choose the substance of half or 
more of their education, many students opt for less demand- 
ing personal service courses, such as bachelor living. 
o "Minimum competency" examinations (now required in 37 
States) fall short of what is needed, as the "minimum" tends 
to become the "maximum," thus lowering educational stan- 
dards for all. 
o One-fifth of all 4-year public colleges in the United States 
must accept every high school graduate within the State re- 
gardiess of program followed or grades, thereby serving notice 
to high school students that they can expect to attend college 
even if they do not follow a demanding course of study in 
high school or perform well. 
o About 23 percent of our more selective colleges and uni- 
versities reported that their general level of selectivity de- 
clined during the 1970s, and 29 percent reported reducing the 
number of specific high school courses required for admission 
(usually by dropping foreign language requirements, which 
are now specified as a condition for admission by only one- 
fifth of our institutions of higher education). 
o Too few experienced teachers and scholars are involved in 
writing textbooks. During the past decade or so a large num- 
ber of texts have been "written down" by their publishers to 
ever-lower reading levels in response to perceived market 
demands. 
o A recent study by Education Products Information Ex- 
change revealed that a majority of studies were able to master 
80 percent of the material in some of their subject-matter 
texts before they had even opened the books. Many books do 
not challenge the students to whom they are assigned. 
o Expenditures for textbooks and other instructional mate- 
rials have declined by 50 percent over the past 17 years. 
While some recommend a level of spending on texts of be- 
tween 5 and 10 percent of the operating costs of schools, the 
budgets for basal texts and related materials have been drop- 
ping during the past decade and a half to only 0.7 percent 
today. 

Findings Regarding Time 
Evidence presented to the Commission demonstrates three 
disturbing facts about the use that American schools and 
students make of time: (1) compared to other nations, Ameri- 
can students spend much less time on school work; (2) time 
spent in the classroom and on homework is often used inef- 
fectively; and (3) schools are not doing enough to help stu- 
dents develop either the study skills required to use time well 
or the willingness to spend more time on school work. 

Secondary school curricula have 
been homogenized, diluted, and dif- 
fused to the point that they no longer 
have a central purpose. 

o In England and other industrialized countries, it is not unu- 
sual for academic high school students to spend 8 hours a day 
at school, 220 days per year. In the United States, by contrast, 
the typical school day lasts 6 hours and the school year is 180 
days. 
o In many schools, the time spent learning how to cook and 
drive counts as much toward a high school diploma as the 
time spent studying mathematics, English, chemistry, U.S. his- 
tory, or biology. 
o A study of the school week in the United States found that 
some schools provided students only 17 hours of academic 
instruction during the week, and the average school provided 
about 22. 
o A California study of individual classrooms found that be- 
cause of poor management of classroom time, some elemen- 
tary students received only one-fifth of the instruction others 
received in reading comprehension. 
o In most schools, the teaching of study skills is haphazard 
and unplanned. Consequently, many students complete high 
school and enter college without disciplined and systematic 
study habits. 

Findings Regarding Teaching 
The Commission found that not enough of the academically 
able students are being attracted to teaching; that teacher 
preparation programs need substantial improvement; that the 
professional working life of teachers is on the whole unac- 
ceptable; and that a serious shortage of teachers exists in key 
fields. 

o Too many teachers are being drawn from the bottom 
quarter of graduating high school and college students. 
o The teacher preparation curriculum is weighted heavily 
with courses in "educational methods" at the expanse of 
courses in subjects to be taught. A survey of 1,350 institutions 
training teachers indicated that 41 percent of the time of 
elementary school teacher candidates is spent in education 
courses, which reduces the amount of time available for sub- 
ject matter courses. 
o The average salary after 1~. years of teaching is only $17,000 
per year, and many teachers are required to supplement their 
income with part-time and summer employment. In addition, 
individual teachers have little influence in such critical 
professional decisions as, for example, textbook selection. 
o Despite widespread publicity about an overpopulation of 
teachers, severe shortages of certain kinds of teachers exist: in 
the fields of mathematics, science, and foreign languages; and 
among specialists in education for gifted and talented, lan- 
guage minority, and handicapped students. 
o The shortage of teachers in mathematics and science is 
particularly severe. A 1981 survey of 45 States revealed short- 
ages of mathematics teachers in 43 States, critical shortages of 
earth sciences teachers in 33 States, and of physics teachers 
everywhere. 
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o Half of the newly employed mathematics, science, and Eng- 
lish teachers are not qualified to teach these subjects; fewer 
than one-third of U.S. high schools offer physics taught by 
qualified teachers. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
In light of the urgent need for improvement, both immediate 
and long term, this Commission has agreed on a set of recom- 
mendations that the American people can begin to act on 
now, that can be implemented over the next several years, 
and that promise lasting reform. The topics are familiar; there 
is little mystery about what we believe must be done. Many 
schools, districts, and States are already giving serious and 
constructive attention to these matters, even though their 
plans may differ from our recommendations in some details. 

We wish to note that we refer to public, private, and paro- 
chial schools and colleges alike. All are valuable national 
resources. Examples of actions similar to those recommended 
below can be found in each of them. 

We must emphasize that the variety of student aspirations, 
abilities, and preparation requires that appropriate content be 
available to satisfy diverse needs. Attention must be directed 
to both the nature of the content available and to the needs of 
particular learners. The most gifted students, for example, 
may need a curriculum enriched and accelerated beyond 
even the needs of other students of high ability. Similarly, 
educationally disadvantaged students may require special cur- 
riculum materials, smaller classes, or individual tutoring to 
help them master the material presented. Nevertheless, there 
remains a common expectation: We must demand the best 
effort and performance from all students, whether they are 
gifted or less able, affluent or disadvantaged, whether destined 
for college, the farm, or industry. 

Our recommendations are based on the beliefs that every- 
one can learn, that everyone is born with an urge to learn 
which can be nurtured, that a solid high school education is 
within the reach of virtually all, and that life-long learning 
will equip people with the skills required for new careers and 
for citizenship. 

RECOMMENDATION A: CONTENT 
We recommend that State and local high school graduation 
requirements be strengthened and that, at a minimum, all 
students seeking a diploma be required to lay the foundations 
in the Five New Basics by taking the following curriculum 
during their 4 years of high school: (a) 4 years of English; (b) 3 
years of mathematics; (c) 3 years of science; (d) 3 years of 
social studies; and (e) one-half year of computer science. For 
the college-bound, 2 years of foreign language in high school 
are strongly recommended in addition to those taken earlier. 

Whatever the student's educational or work objectives, 
knowledge of the New Basics is the foundation of success for 
the after-school years and, therefore, forms the core of the 
modern curriculum. A high level of shared education in these 
Basics, together with work in the fine and performing arts and 
foreign languages, constitutes the mind and spirit of our cul- 
ture. The following Implementing Recommendations are in- 
tended as illustrative descriptions. They are included here to 
clarify what we mean by the essentials of a strong curricu- 
lum. 

Implementing Recommendations 
1. The teaching of English in high school should equip gradu- 
ates to: (a) comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and use what 
they read; (b) write well-organized, effective papers; (c) listen 

effectively and discuss ideas intelligently; and (d) know our 
literary heritage and how it enhances imagination and ethical 
understanding, and how it relates to the customs, ideas, and 
values of today's life and culture. 
2. The teaching of mathematics in high school should equip 
graduates to: (a) understand geometric and algebraic concepts; 
fo) understand elementary probability and statistics; (c) apply 
mathematics in everyday situations; and (d) estimate, approxi- 
mate, measure, and test the accuracy of their calculations. In 
addition to the traditional sequence of studies available for 
college-bound students, new, equally demanding mathematics 
curricula need to be developed for those who do not plan to 
continue their formal education immediately. 
3. The teaching af science in high school should provide grad- 
uates with an introduction to: (a) the concepts, laws, and 
processes of the physical and biological sciences; (b) the meth- 
ods of scientific inquiry and reasoning; (c) the application of 
scientific knowledge to everyday life; and (d) the social and 
environmental implications of scientific and technological de- 
velopment. Science courses must be revised and updated for 
both the college-bound and those not intending to go to col- 
lege. An example of such work is the American Chemical 
Society's "Chemistry in the Community" program. 
4. The teaching of social studies in high school should be 
designed to: (a) enable students to fix their places and possibil- 
ities within the larger social and cultural structure; (b) under- 
stand the broad sweep of both ancient and contemporary 
ideas that have shaped our world; and (c) understand the 
fundamentals of how our economic system works and how 
our political system functions; and (d) grasp the difference 
between free and repressive societies. An understanding of 
each of these areas is requisite to the informed and commit- 
ted exercise of citizenship in our free society. 
5. The teaching of computer science in high school should 
equip graduates to: (a) understand the computer as an infor- 
mation, computation, and communication device; (b) use the 
computer in the study of the other Basics and for personal 
and work-related purposes; and (c) understand the world of 
computers, electronics, and related technologies. 

. . .  the professional working life of 
teachers is on the whole unaccepta- 
b l e . . .  

In addition to the New Basics, other important curriculum 
matters must be addressed. 

6. Achieving proficiency in a foreign language ordinarily re- 
quires from 4 to 6 years of study and should, therefore, be 
started in the elementary grades. We believe it is desirable 
that students achieve such proficiency because study of a 
foreign language introduces students to non-English-speaking 
cultures, heightens awareness and comprehension of one's 
native tongue, and serves the Nation's needs in commerce, 
diplomacy, defense, and education. 
7. The high school curriculum should also provide students 
with programs requiring rigorous effort in subjects that ad- 
vance student's personal, educational, and occupational goals, 
such as the fine and performing arts and vocational educa- 
tion. These areas complement the New Basics, and they 
should demand the same level of performance as the Basics. 
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8. The curriculum in the crucial eight grades leading to the 
high school years should be specifically designed to provide a 
sound base for study in those and later years in such areas as 
English language development and writing, computational 
and problem solving skills, science, social studies, foreign lan- 
guage, and the arts. These years should foster an enthusiasm 
for learning and the development of the individual's gifts and 
talents. 
9. We encourage the continuation of efforts by groups such as 
the American Chemical Society, the American Association for 
the Advancement of Science, the Modern Language Associa- 
tion, and the National Councils of Teachers of English and 
Teachers of Mathematics, to revise, update, improve, and 
make available new and more diverse curricular materials. 
We applaud the consortia of educators and scientific, indus- 
trial, and scholarly societies that cooperate to improve the 
school curriculum. 

RECOMMENDATION B: STANDARDS AND 
EXPECTATIONS 
We recommend that schools, colleges, and universities adopt 
more rigorous and measurable standards, and higher expecta- 
tions, for academic performance and student conduct, and that 
4-year colleges and universities raise their requirements for 
admission. This will help students do their best educationally 
with challenging materials in an environment that supports 
learning and authentic accomplishment. 

Implementing Recommendations 
1. Grades should be indicators of academic achievement so 
they can be relied on as evidence of a student's readiness for 
further study. 
2. Four-year colleges and universities should raise their ad- 
missions requirements and advise all potential applicants of 
the standards for admission in terms of specific courses re- 
quired, performance in these areas, and levels of achievement 
on standardized achievement tests in each of the five Basics 
and, where applicable, foreign languages. 
3. Standardized tests of achievement (not to be confused with 
aptitude tests) should be administered at major transition 
points from one level of schooling to another and particularly 
from high school to college or work. The purposes of these 
tests would be to: (a) certify the student's credentials; (b) iden- 
tify the need for remedial intervention; and (c) identify the 
opportunity for advanced or accelerated work. The tests 
should be administered as part of a nationwide (but not Fed- 
eral) system of State and local standardized tests. This system 
should include other diagnostic procedures that assist teachers 
and students to evaluate student progress. 
4. Textbooks and other tools of learning and teaching should 

We must demand the best effort and 
performance from all students, 
whether they are gifted or less able, 
affluent or disadvantaged, whether 
destined for college, the farm, or in- 
dustry. 

be upgraded and updated to assure more rigorous content. We 
call upon university scientists, scholars, and members of 
professional societies, in collaboration with master teachers, to 
help in this task, as they did in the post-Sputnik era. They 
should assist willing publishers in developing the products or 
publish their own alternatives where there are persistent 
inadequacies. 
5. In considering textbooks for adoption, States and school 
districts should: (a) evaluate texts and other materials on their 
ability to present rigorous and challenging material clearly; 
and (b) require publishers to furnish evaluation data on the 
material's effectiveness. 
6. Because no textbook in any subject can be geared to the 
needs of all students, funds should be made available to sup- 
port text development in "thin-market" areas, such as those 
for disadvantaged students, the learning disabled, and the 
gifted and talented. 
7. To assure quality, all publishers should furnish evidence of 
the quality and appropriateness of textbooks, based on results 
from field trials and credible evaluations. In view of the enor- 
mous numbers and varieties of texts available, more wide- 
spread corLsumer information services for purchasers are 
badly needed. 
8. New instructional materials should reflect the most cur- 
rent applications of technology in appropriate curriculum 
areas, the best scholarship in each discipline, and research in 
learning and teaching. 

RECOMMENDATION C: TIME 
We recommend that significantly more time be devoted to 
learning the New Basics. This will require more effective use of 
the existing school day, a longer school day, or a lengthened 
school year. 

Implementing Recommendations 
1. Students in high schools should be assigned far more 
homework than is now the case. 
2. Instruction in effective study and work skills, which are 
essential if school and independent time is to be used effi- 
ciently, should be introduced in the early grades and contin- 
ued throughout the student's schooling. 
3. School districts and State legislatures should strongly con- 
sider 7-hour school days, as well as a 200- to 220-day school 
year. 
4. The time available for learning should be expanded 
through better classroom management and organization of the 
school day. If necessary, additional time should be found to 
meet the special needs of slow learners, the gifted, and others 
who need more instructional diversity than can be accommo- 
dated during a conventional school day or school year. 
5. The burden on teachers for maintaining discipline should 
be reduced through the development of firm and fair codes of 
student conduct that are enforced consistently, and by consid- 
ering alternative classrooms, programs, and schools to meet 
the needs of continually disruptive students. 
6. Attendance policies with clear incentives and sanctions 
should be used to reduce the amount of time lost through 
student absenteeism and tardiness. 
7. Administrative burdens on the teacher and related intru- 
sions into the school day should be reduced to add time for 
teaching and learning. 
8. Placement and grouping of students, as well as promotion 
and graduation policies, should be guided by the academic 
progress of students and their instructional needs, rather than 
by rigid adherence to age. 

476 Communications of the ACM July 1983 Volume 26 Number 7 



REPORTS AND ARTICLES 

RECOMMENDATION D: TEACHING 
This recommendation consists of seven parts. Each is in- 
tended to improve the preparation of teachers or to make 
teaching a more rewarding and respected profession. Each of 
the seven stands on its own and should not be considered 
solely as an implementing recommendation. 

1. Persons preparing to teach should be required to meet high 
educational standards, to demonstrate an aptitude for teach- 
ing, and to demonstrate competence in an academic disci- 
pline. Colleges and universities offering teacher preparation 
programs should be judged by how well their graduates meet 
these criteria. 
2. Salaries for the teaching profession should be increased 
and should be professionally competitive, market-sensitive, 
and performance-based. Salary, promotion, tenure, and reten- 
tion decisions should be tied to an effective evaluation system 
that includes peer review so that superior teachers can be 
rewarded, average ones encouraged, and poor ones either im- 
proved or terminated. 
3. School boards should adopt an 11-month contract for 
teachers. This would ensure time for curriculum and profes- 
sional development, programs for students with special needs, 
and a more adequate level of teacher compensation. 
4. School boards, administrators, and teachers should cooper- 
ate to develop career ladders for teachers that distinguish 
among the beginning instructor, the experienced teacher, and 
the master teacher. 
5. Substantial nonschool personnel resources should be em- 
ployed to help solve the immediate problem of the shortage of 
mathematics and science teachers. Qualified individuals in- 
cluding recent graduates with mathematics and science de- 
grees, graduate students, and industrial and retired scientists 
could, with appropriate preparation, immediately begin teach- 
ing in these fields. A number of our leading science centers 
have the capacity to begin educating and retraining teachers 
immediately. Other areas of critical teacher need, such as 
English, must also be addressed. 
6. Incentives, such as grants and loans, should be made avail- 
able to attract outstanding students to the teaching profession, 
particularly in those areas of critical shortage. 
7. Master teachers should be involved in designing teacher 
preparation programs and in supervising teachers during their 
probationary years. 

RECOMMENDATION E: LEADERSHIP AND FISCAL 
SUPPORT 
We recommend that citizens across the Nation hold educators 
and elected officials responsible for providing the leadership 
necessary to achieve these reforms, and that citizens provide 
the fiscal support and stability required to bring about the 
reforms we propose. 

Implementing Recommendations 
1. Principals and superintendents must play a crucial leader- 
ship role in developing school and community support for the 
reforms we propose, and school boards must provide them 
with the professional development and other support required 
to carry out their leadership role effectively. The Commission 
stresses the distinction between leadership skills involving 
persuasion, setting goals and developing community consen- 
sus behind them, and managerial and supervisory skills. Al- 
though the latter are necessary, we believe that school boards 
must consciously develop leadership skills at the school and 
district levels if the reforms we propose are to be achieved. 
2. State and local officials, including school board members, 

It i s . . .  the America of all of us that 
is at risk; it is to each of us that this 
imperative is addressed. 

governors, and legislators, have the primary responsibility for 
financing and governing the schools, and should incorporate 
the reforms we propose in their educational policies and fiscal 
planning. 
3. The Federal Government, in cooperation with States and 
localities, should help meet the need of key groups of students 
such as the gifted and talented, the socioeconomically disad- 
vantaged, minority and language minority students, and the 
handicapped. In combination these groups include both na- 
tional resources and the Nation's youth who are most at risk. 
4. In addition, we believe the Federal Government's role in- 
cludes several functions of national consequence that States 
and localities alone are unlikely to be able to meet: protecting 
constitutional and civil rights for students and school person- 
nel; collecting data, statistics, and information about education 
generally; supporting curriculum improvement and research 
on teaching, learning, and the management of schools; sup- 
porting teacher training in areas of critical shortage or key 
national needs; and providing student financial assistance and 
research and graduate training. We believe the assistance of 
the Federal Government should be provided with a minimum 
of adminstrative burden and intrusiveness. 
5. The Federal Government has the primary responsibility to 
identify the national interest in education. It should also help 
fund and support efforts to protect and promote that interest. 
It must provide the national leadership to ensure that the 
Nation's public and private resources are marshaled to ad- 
dress the issues discussed in this report. 
6. This Commission calls upon educators, parents, and public 
officials at all levels to assist in bringing about the educational 
reform proposed in this report. We also call upon citizens to 
provide the financial support necessary to accomplish these 
purposes. Excellence costs. But in the long run mediocrity 
costs far more. 

AMERICA CAN DO IT 
Despite the obstacles and difficulties that inhibit the pursuit of 
superior educational attainment, we are confident, with his- 
tory as our guide, that we can meet our goal. The American 
educational system has responded to previous challenges with 
remarkable success. In the 19th century our land-grant col- 
leges and universities provided the research and training that 
developed our Nation's natural resources and the rich argicul- 
tural bounty of the American farm. From the late 1800s 
through mid-2Oth century, American schools provided the 
educated workforce needed to seal the success of the Indus- 
trial Revolution and to provide the margin of victory in two 
world wars. In the early part of this century and continuing to 
this very day, our schools have absorbed vast waves of immi- 
grants and educated them and their children to productive 
citizenship. Similarly, the Nation's Black colleges have pro- 
vided opportunity and undergraduate education to the vast 
majority of college-educated Black Americans. 

More recently, our institutions of higher education have 
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provided the scientists and skilled technicians who helped us 
transcend the boundaries of our planet. In the last 30 years, 
the schools have been a major vehicle for expanded social 
opportunity, and now graduate 75 percent of our young peo- 
ple from high school. Indeed, the proportion of Americans of 
college age enrolled in higher education is nearly twice that of 
Japan and far exceeds other nations such as France, West 

It is by our willingness to take up the 
challenge, and our resolve to see it 
through, that America's place in the 
world will  be either secured or for- 
feited. Americans have succeeded be- 
fore and so we shall again. 

Germany, and the Soviet Union. Moreover, when interna- 
tional comparisons were last made a decade ago, the top 9 
percent of American students compared favorably in achieve- 
ment with their peers in other countries. 

In addition, many large urban areas in recent years report 
that average student achievement in elementary schools is 
improving. More and more schools are also offering advanced 
placement programs and programs for gifted and talented stu- 
dents, and more and more students are enrolling in them. 

We are the inheritors of a past that gives us every reason to 
believe that we will succeed. 

A WORD TO PARENTS AND STUDENTS 
The task of assuring the success of our recommendations does 
not fall to the schools and colleges alone. Obviously, faculty 
members and administrators, along with policymakers and 
the mass media, will play a crucial role in the reform of the 
educational system. But even more important is the role of 
parents and students, and to them we speak directly. 

To Parents 
You know that you cannot confidently launch your children 
into today's world unless they are of strong character and 
well-educated in the use of language, science, and mathemat- 
ics. They must possess a deep respect for intelligence, 
achievement, and learning, and the skills needed to use them; 
for setting goals; and for disciplined work. That respect must 
be accompanied by an intolerance for the shoddy and second- 
rate masquerading as "good enough." 

You have the right to demand for your children the best 
our schools and colleges can provide. Your vigilance and your 
refusal to be satisfied with less than the best are the impera- 
tive first step. But your right to a proper education for your 
children carries a double responsibility. As surely as you are 
your child's first and most influential teacher, your child's 
ideas about education and its significance begin with you. 
You must be a living example of what you expect your 
children to honor and to emulate. Moreover, you bear a re- 
spensibility to participate actively in your child's education. 
You should encourage more diligent study and discourage 
satisfaction with mediocrity and the attitude that says "let it 
slide"; monitor your child's study; encourage good study hab- 
its; encourage your child to take more demanding rather than 
less demanding courses; nurture your child's curiosity, crea- 

tivity, and confidence; and be an active participant in the 
work of the schools. Above all, exhibit a commitment to 
continued learning in your own life. Finally, help your chil- 
dren understand that excellence in education cannot be 
achieved without intellectual and moral integrity coupled 
with hard work and commitment. Children will look to their 
parents and teachers as models of such virtues. 

To Students 
You forfeit your chance for life at its fullest when you with- 
hold your best effort in learning. When you give only the 
minimum to learning, you receive only the minimum in re- 
turn. Even with your parents' best example and your teach- 
ers' best efforts, in the end it is your work that determines 
how much and how well you learn. When you work to your 
full capacity, you can hope to attain the knowledge and skills 
that will enable you to create your future and control your 
destiny. If you do not, you will have your future thrust upon 
you by others. Take hold of your life, apply your gifts and 
talents, work with dedication and self-discipline. Have high 
expectations for yourself and convert every challenge into an 
opportunity. 

A FINAL WORD 
This is not the first or only commission on education, and 
some of our findings are surely not new, but old business that 
now at last must be done. For not one can doubt that the 
United States is under challenge from many quarters. 

Children born today can expect to graduate from high 
school in the year 2000. We dedicate our report not only to 
these children, but also to those now in school and others to 
come. We firmly believe that a movement of America's 
schools in the direction called for by our recommendations 
will prepare these children for far more effective lives in a far 
stronger America. 

Our final word, perhaps better characterized as a plea, is 
that all segments of our population give attention to the im- 
plementation of our recommendations. Our present plight did 
not appear overnight, and the responsibility for our current 
situation is widespread. Reform of our educational system will 
take time and unwavering commitment. It will require 
equally widespread, energetic, and dedicated action. For ex- 
ample, we call upon the National Academy of Sciences, Na- 
tional Academy of Engineering, Institute of Medicine, Science 
Service, National Science Foundation, Social Science Research 
Council, American Council of Learned Societies, National En- 
dowment for the Humanities, National Endowment for the 
Arts and other scholarly, scientific, and learned societies for 
their help in this effort. Help should come from students 
themselves; from parents, teachers, and school boards; from 
colleges and universities; from local, State, and Federal offi- 
cials; from teachers' and administrators' organizations; from 
industrial and labor councils; and from other groups with 
interest in and responsibility for educational reform. 

It is their America, and the America of all of us, that is at 
risk; it is to each of us that this imperative is addressed. It is 
by our willingness to take up the challenge, and our resolve 
to see it through, that America's place in the world will be 
either secured or forfeited. Americans have succeeded before 
and so we shall again. * 

For information on obtaining reprints of this main section of "A Nation at Risk," 
please write to the Publications Department, ACM, 11 West 42nd Street, N e w  
York, NY 10036. The full report, including Appendices, is available for $4.50 from 
the Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, 
DC 20402. 
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