Lunch With...Bob Wise

Former West Virginia Gov. Bob Wise, who's crusading to raise graduation rates




 

 


"Thirty years ago there were far more jobs available - they weren't great paying, but they were available - to dropouts than there are today."

Former West Virginia Gov. Bob Wise was the keynote speaker at the recent Greater Louisville High School Dropout Solutions Summit. As president of the advocacy group Alliance for Excellent Education and author of ‘Raising the Grade: How High School Reform Can Save Our Youth and Our Nation,’ Wise comes with statistics — Kentucky ranks 33rd in the nation for high school graduation rates, and the U.S. is falling way behind other countries in college graduation rates — and ideas about how our communities and schools might reverse those trends. We met with him at Bellarmine University’s student activities center after his speech, and his muffin and water went mostly untouched during our conversation, excerpted here. Find more at courier-journal.com/opinion and more about his group at www.all4ed.org.

What are other countries doing that we should be do​ing?

The model which tends to get the best result is when you have a common standard that every​one is expected to meet, but you’re giving flexibility at the school site. And, when someone begins to slip at that school site, you don’t wait. You have immediate intervention. You tend to have inspections of schools more often than we do here and unlike No Children Left Behind — where it’s about five years before the school falls off the edge — in most successful countries, they move in right away.

… They also have a different method of teacher preparation.

… They filter at the beginning, and they also actively recruit to get people into the educational programs so that when that teacher comes out, he or she is not only well-prepared and has demonstrated a natural inclination for this, they then make sure that teacher gets very effective professional development all the way through.

You spoke of the falloff in reading proficiency from fourth grade to ninth grade. Has that always been the case?

It has been a pattern. Starting in the ’60s, we rightly concentrated most of our efforts to good reading in the early grades.

The idea was to give them a strong foundation and then they can take it from there. So the reading programs in most states tended to go until the third or fourth grade. The federal govern​ment did the same thing.

What we’ve learned is, you can build a strong foundation for my house, but you have to help me finish the house. Almost no state until the last year has had a literacy program after elemen​tary school. Increasingly, states and the federal government are recognizing the need to have literacy at every stage.

Some of the professional educators get upset with this terminology, but a very simplistic way of describing it is, in the early grades, K-3, you are learn​ing to read. In later years, you are reading to learn. You take the skills you had but you have to develop new ones. …

Superintendent Berman said today that the goal in 10 years is to halve the dropout rate in Jefferson County Pub​lic Schools. What are the most important things that have to happen to reach that goal?

The first thing is underway, and that is willing to talk frankly about it. The second thing is, recognizing that there really need to be multiple pathways, there’s not one silver bullet — what you do for the school with 90 percent graduation, you’re probably going to have to have a different strategy for the school with 52 percent graduation. And, in general terms, I can’t say enough about personalized education. That’s where you recog​nize that one size doesn’t fit all and you set the school up so that there’s much more personal interaction between student and teacher. It’s not just about smaller classrooms, because even in schools with small classrooms, if you have students with certain challenges, you may not see much result. It’s about students having a personal graduation plan, and having a direct rela​tionship with one adult on a regular basis.

… I visited a school in the Bronx with several hundred students. They had the tradition​al teaching setup. Every teacher has 15 to 20 students he or she meets with at least once a week, and every other teacher the student is involved with is e​mailing a report to that coor​dinating teacher on a weekly basis so she’s able to say to that student, “Fred, it looks like there’s a math challenge here.

What do we need to do?” By the same token, she can report back to the math teacher, “It looks to me like he’s having these prob​lems, what resources do we need to get him?”

So if you were king, and could make three changes in the American public educa​tion system, what would those three changes be.

First thing is, I would have states come together and agree on a common set of standards that are truly benchmarked internationally. And then I wouldn’t have them mandated by the federal government — the states could choose to opt in — but then the federal government would provide incentives for states to do it, including the assessment, the testing, and so on. So now we’re on the same playing field, and it’s one that’s constantly being upgraded. So now we’re teaching to the stan​dards our children need.

Second is, I would restructure school systems for greater perso​nalization, recognizing that one size doesn’t fit all.

Third is, and I never thought I’d be saying this because I’m not a wonk or a mathematician, but I would require every state and school district to have a highly sophisticated data system that people are trained to use. The reason is so we can follow a child at every stage, immediately determine the early warning indicators and do the interven​tions that are necessary.

And then I would recognize the importance of literacy, read​ing comprehension, at every stage of the educational process, not just early stages. With each stage in education, there are different needs and different reading skills that need to be learned and employed. It’s not just about reading what’s on the printed page; a lot of kids can do that. It’s about taking three paragraphs in the newspaper and being able to draw and syn​thesize.

Are dropout rates about the same as they have been, are they historically high or low, or are they static?

They’ve been stagnant for about 25 years. There was a brief improvement in graduation rates and then it leveled off. The significance is, 30 years ago there were far more jobs available — they weren’t great paying, but they were available — to drop​outs than there are today. I saw a study that suggested we’re down to about 8 percent of jobs that can be handled by a dropout, and that’s down from about 25 to 30 percent.


What kind of jobs are they?

They’re not the jobs you’re going to be able to raise a family on, or even pay the rent. You’re talking about your basic manual labor. It’s even hard to work now in fast food if you don’t have the skills.

What is the best argument for the right thing to do in public education also being the smart thing to do?

We need every child perform​ing at their highest capability in order for our economy to thrive.

When Colin Powell says (this is about) national security, that’s what it’s about. Thirty years ago, 40 percent of kids were going on to college, most of them graduating, (pulled) the rest of us along and the economy thrived. Today, we need everyone involved.

That’s why the equity-civil rights imperative and the economic one have joined together. It’s a matter of national survival. So we have the benefit of doing what’s morally right and recog​nizing it’s also economically right.

Editor's note: More excerpts from the "Lunch with ... " interview with former West Virginia Gov. Bob Wise, about public education:
Is there even a more holistic way to look at this? Are some of these other countries addressing more on the front-end questions about the health of mothers and families, and low-birthweight babies, than the United States is?

We want to make sure we don't get into this way of thinking of, "Let's make an excuse. They were poor, they didn't have health care, and therefore we can't expect them to succeed."

What we see abroad and also in successful schools here is there are high expectations. The student comes in and we say, you're going to do well. What are the services you need to help you further? Just because you're coming in free and reduced (lunch), just because you're coming in from a broken home, that's not going to be an excuse not to give you the services you need. 

I see some positive signs here in what your superintendent and mayor are trying to implement (and) recognizing that every student comes with their own particular set of assets and challenges. 

Is there a danger in this, in tagging kids as low achievers and maybe lowering their sights? 

That's not what this is about. this is about saying every child is going to achieve at this level, but we understand that some of them are coming in with some strengths others don't have and some weaknesses that others don't have. It's not about saying because you read at this level you're going over here. It's about, you read at a lower level, you're expected to get here and here's what we need to do to get you here. 

Is this what is called multiple pathways?

Yes. The statistic I use – that 70 percent of kids read below grade level and 30 percent read two or three grades below grade level. The reason you saw that high dropout level in the ninth and 10th grades is because kids are coming in reading one or two grades below grade level, but hitting the most complex course material and they're getting frustrated and dropping out.

The key is to say, OK, we assess them. You have a reading challenge, that's not fatal, but what it means is we need to put you in this program and in some schools we have seen them move up one or two years in one year. But I have to stress, that's not tracking, that's saying, "You're going to get here" . . . and we're all going to end up at the same place. 

There was some talk today about vocational, career and technical education and college education and so on. But what everyone agrees on is that there is increasing convergence of what's required and the skills that are necessary for both. What is necessary to succeed in the workplace, even if you're right out of high school, is increasingly the same as what's necessary to succeed in the first year of college.


Is there any justification for great hostility toward the public education system, and supporting public schools?

No. The only part that's justified is someone saying, I don't want to put any more money into an already failing system. It's like you have an old car and you can pour money into getting it fixed all the time, but you understand it's never going to improve. I understand that reluctance. But the message has to be, We're not talking about the old way. We understand it has to change. We have to improve outcomes but we also have to improve how business is done. There will be new investments required but it is not about simply making a dysfunctional system more expense. 

We've had a lot of discussion on our editorial pages about Appalachia. Do you think there are any special challenges in Appalachian states and communities regarding education?

I left office three-and-a-half years ago. I left as governor and a former member of Congress of one of the most rural states in the country to work essentially now in developing public will in urban, inner cities. I've been able to observe the similarities and differences.

Urban areas have challenges, too, but in an urban area if people are willing to commit to the problem there are usually resources you can immediately direct. It's one thing to say to a teacher in an urban area, we will pay you a bonus if you will travel 10 more miles to come to this low-performing high school. It's something else for a teacher in Appalachia, where there might be one high school in the county, who doesn't live in that county. 




There's also an added element in Appalachia of transportation, which tends to be one of the largest components of cost. And so the question becomes do you consolidate two small high schools into one large one and extend the transportation and also take that school out of the community and, if you're not careful take away some of the personalized aspect of that school, in favor of the argument of being able to give it more resources.

I was going to ask about cultural.

Until recently, it has been hardscrabble, struggle to survive day to day and people for the most part weren't thinking about college. College is distant, it's farther away and you didn't always see examples of why you needed to be there. That's not the case anymore. I was very proud in West Virginia that one of the things we got done was that we went to or above the national average in sending kids from high school to college. It's because the jobs that used to be in rural Appalachia, particularly mining, that could support people who didn't go to college are for the most part, gone. And if there are mining jobs, you have one miner producing three times the amount of coal that three or four miners did 30 years ago. 

I spent a lot of time simply getting the word out that if young people would work hard, and their parents would support them, there would be a way for them to get to college. Until recently, I think there was this built-in attitude of, this is beyond me, college is too far away and financially it's too much of a lift.

I do believe now that parents and grandparents understand that their child needs to go. 

I found that the thing that was most on the minds of Appalachian parents is that my child is going to have to leave the home place in order to make it. What's increasingly coming home, is the only way to give them the opportunity to keep them at home is to give them that good educational system. I was involved in creating a scholarship program in my last year in office, and I found as I visited senior citizen centers that what got the most response was when I mentioned the scholarship program. And I said please tell your grandchildren that if they'll work hard, play by the rules, make their grades, there's a scholarship to any West Virginia college, and that's the best way to keep them home. If they have that education, they can come home and start their own business, whether that's West Virginia or Kentucky

Getting back to dollars and cents, when it came to scholarships, whatever the state put out for it, if only three-quarters of these young people would stay in the state afterwards, and that's about what we found, the taxpayer would get the money back in 10 years at the outside, could be as early as four or five. 

Is our education system a failing system?

I think our education is failing a lot of students. We have very successful examples. I mentioned the 2,000 high schools that are producing half the dropouts in the country. There are another several thousand that are very good schools and most encouragingly we have increasing numbers of schools that have all the so-called indicators for failure but they also produce 90 percent graduation, 90 percent college-going (students).

There are areas that are clearly failing but there are areas that are successful that we need to learn from. If we don't, then it will be a failing system overall.

Our system will be failing if we don't increase the graduation rate significantly. We could tolerate it as a nation 30 or 40 years ago. We can no longer economically tolerate it. And also we cannot tolerate the human opportunity lost. It's unconscionable that we knowingly consign a child to a life of failure, to not being able to achieve the true American dream.
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