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AT FIRST,  2020 SEEMS A CATASTROPHE. 
A pandemic, school closures, civil violence, unre-
strained political mud-slinging, and social isola-
tion—all in an election year.  As a friend put it this 

past spring, “I never thought I’d walk up to a bank teller with a 
mask on my face.” But, then, 2020 does not hold a candle to 1940.  
Norway seized. Churchill chosen. Paris fallen. Dunkirk evacu-
ated. Blitzkrieg. All in an election year.   

Still, today’s times invite many questions: Will schools return 
to the routines of the past? Or will parents demand change and 

policymakers turn 
to new institutional 
forms? Will parents 
and students demand 
choice—charters, 
private schools, par-
ent pods, early access 
to college, home 
schooling at scale? 
Will learning online 
blend in and out of 
classrooms in ways 
never tried?  

PEPG is explor-
ing answers to these 
questions in its 
teaching, research, 
and publications.   

Our policy graduates are moving into positions of responsibil-
ity, our postdoctoral fellows are finding positions at leading 
universities, former fellows are making their mark at think 
tanks and in the academy, policy relevant research has captured 
media attention, our conferences are “zooming” across the 
country, and the footprint of our journal, Education Next, is 
continuing to expand. 

“Read all about it,” I cry, just as news carriers did on the 
street corners of 1940. Highlights are to be found in the pages 
that follow.  
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Expert Practitioners
Visitors impart their knowledge and experience

OVER THE YEARS, PEPG has hosted many notable and talented academic visitors from within the United 
States and from countries abroad. They have enriched the quality of the teaching, research, and outreach mis-
sions of the program, the greater Harvard community, and beyond in many ways. This invaluable tradition 
continues this year with a twist: our visitor interactions are all online. Fortunately, these conversations have 

been energetic and students are as appreciative of the visitors practical experience as ever.
In addition to those pictured, the fall 2020 academic visitors include: Alberto Carvalho, superintendent, Miami-Dade 

County Public Schools; Joseph Olchefske, education entrepreneur, former superintendent of Seattle Public Schools; Rocco 
Testani, attorney, Eversheds-Sutherland Law Firm, specialist in equity and adequacy education lawsuits; and Kate Walsh, 
president, National Council on Teacher Quality.

MICHELLE RHEE, former chancellor for District of Columbia Public 
Schools, with GEORGE PARKER, former president of District of 
Columbia Teachers Union, collaborated to bring merit pay for teach-
ers.  Rhee went on to found StudentsFirst, while Parker is now senior 
advisor for the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools.

SUSAN PATRICK is the president and 
CEO of Aurora Institute and cofounder of 
CompetencyWorks, driving forward the 
transformation to personalized, competency-
based education. She is the former director  
of the Office of Educational Technology at 
the U.S. Department of Education.

WAYNE D. LEWIS, JR. is the inaugural dean 
of Belmont University’s School of Education. He 
recently served as the commissioner of educa-
tion for the Kentucky Department of Education. 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
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Catching Up with Our Education Entrepreneurs

Having completed her Master’s in Public 
Policy at the Harvard Kennedy School (MPP 
2019), PRIYANKA KAURA is currently a 
senior research associate at Pivot Learning in 
Oakland, California. Her research analyzes 
instructional material quality for English 
learners and district curriculum adoption 
decisions. She is also a policy advisor fel-
low at The Education Trust—West and at 
Leadership for Educational Equity, where she 
is identifying promising school and district 
responses to COVID-19.

A former teacher and school administra-
tor, SPENCER SHERMAN (MPP 2017) is 
now director, Office of College and Career 
Readiness, at the Rhode Island Department 
of Education. In that position, he oversees the 
state’s high school and adult education pro-
grams, focusing his efforts on expanding high 
school students’ access to college-level course-
work and high-quality career education. 

THE PROGRAM ON EDUCATION POLICY AND GOVERNANCE (PEPG) offers fellowships in education entre-
preneurship to graduate and postgraduate students with the generous support from a gift from Mark H. Dalzell 
(MPP 1978) and a grant from the Charles Koch Foundation. At the master’s level, the program provides two-year 
half-tuition fellowships for those pursuing the Master of Public Policy at the Harvard Kennedy School or an equiva-

lent master’s program at Harvard University. The year 2020 saw the graduation of four fellows from the program in the spring, 
the arrival of three new fellows in the fall, and the engagement of numerous other students in PEPG courses and activities.

Prior to attending Harvard’s Graduate School of Education, LIFEI HUANG 
(EdM 2021) worked in China as a teacher and later cofounded a night 
school there, where he served as the school leader. With the National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools, he is researching the efficacy of 
school models, pedagogies, and curricula found in charter schools. 

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
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Information about Growth in Student 
Achievement Changes Citizen 
Perceptions of School Quality 

by D A V I D  H O U S T O N 

Houston 
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Growth Information Reshapes Views 
about Educational Performance
Providing growth information causes participants 
living in lower growth districts to more negatively 
rate their local schools. 

NOTE: Average grade (A-F) given by adults to local 
district schools.

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations.

District achievement growth percentile

 No information                 Growth information    

The research interests of ALICE DANON, a 
first-year PhD student in public policy at the 
Harvard Kennedy School, lie at the intersection 
of development and the economics of educa-
tion. Prior to starting her degree, she worked in 
the research department of the World Bank on 
education projects in Pakistan. She is currently 
collecting new data that will allow her to esti-
mate the impact of public-private partnerships 
on student learning. 

Concentrating on education and eco-
nomic decline in rural areas, ABBY 
CONYERS (MPP 2021) is exploring 
the ways in which online education can 
enhance Greenland’s education system. For 
her policy analysis exercise, she is work-
ing with Composer, an ed-tech nonprofit 
group working on citizen engagement. SCHOOL DISTRICTS USUALLY PROVIDE information 

about the level of student achievement rather than the rate 
of its growth. The lat-
ter indicator is a better 

measure of schools’ contributions 
to student learning and is less 
correlated with their demographic 
characteristics. We conducted an 
experiment in the 2019 Education 
Next poll to see whether providing 
information about growth can 
change people’s opinions about 
their local schools. We find that 
the provision of growth informa-
tion reshapes public perceptions 
of school quality to be more in 
line with the amount of learning taking place rather than the demo-
graphic composition of the school.  

Former PEPG postdoctoral  
research fellow, David Houston is 
Assistant Professor of Education 
Policy at George Mason University.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
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Charter Schools Outpace District Counterparts  
in Student Achievement

 Study shows large gains for African Americans at charters
by  P A U L  E . P E T E R S O N  and  M. D A N I S H  S H A K E E L

WE COMPARE THE PROGRESS made  
by cohorts of charter- and district-school 
students on the National Assessment  
of Educational Progress (NAEP) from  

2005–17—a sample of more than 
four million test performances. 
Overall, students at charters 
are advancing at a faster pace 
than those at district schools. 
The strides made by African 
American charter students have 
been particularly impressive. We 
also see larger gains at charters, 
relative to district schools, by 
students from disadvantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Sometimes known as “the 
nation’s report card,” the NAEP 
administers math and reading 
tests every other year to repre-
sentative samples of fourth- and 
eighth-grade students in all 50 
states. Ours is the first study 
to use this vast storehouse of 

information to analyze changes over time in the charter 
and district sectors. By adjusting for student background 
characteristics—sex, ethnicity, income, and (for eighth-grade 
students) computer availability and the number of books 

Student achievement  
at charters rose at a 
considerably faster 
pace than at district 
schools from 2005–17.

M. Danish Shakeel

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-charter-school-advantage-11599606404


 hks.harvard.edu/pepg                                                                                                             P R O G R A M  O N  E D U C A T I O N  P O L I C Y  &  G O V E R N A N C E      7   

E X P L O R E
Shakeel

                              
African American

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

 d
e

vi
at

io
n

0.60

0.50 

0.40 

0.30 

0.20 

0.10

0.00
Reading Math Reading

Grade 4 Grade 8
Math

0.21

0.33

0.22

0.52

0.30

0.42

0.18

0.32

n District   n Charter

White American

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

 d
e

vi
at

io
n 0.40

0.30 

0.20 

0.10 

0.00 

0.18
0.24

0.16

0.35

0.21
0.24

0.16 0.14

Reading Math Reading
Grade 4 Grade 8

Math

Grade 4 Grade 8

Hispanic American

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

 d
e

vi
at

io
n

0.35

0.30

0.25

0.20

0.15

0.10

0.05

0.00

0.20

0.30
0.26

0.20

0.33

0.27

0.19
0.24

Reading Math ReadingMath

Asian American

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

 d
e

vi
at

io
n

0.60

0.50

0.40

0.30

0.20

0.10

0.00

0.32
0.27

0.45
0.52

0.42

0.260.27

0.40

Reading Math Reading

Grade 4 Grade 8

Math

NOTE: 0.31 standard deviation is a year’s worth of learning.
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Trends in Average Performance at  
Charter and District Schools, 2005–2017
African Americans show the largest gains at charters as 
compared to district schools.

in the home—we made direct comparisons 
between student outcomes at charter and district 
schools. Because NAEP data don’t allow us to 
track specific students, we looked at changes 
in performance from one student cohort to the 
next over 12 years. 

Student achievement at charters has been 
rising at a considerably faster pace than at 
district schools. Nationwide, eighth-graders 
attending charter schools show learning gains 
over students at district schools amounting to 
three months of learning from 2005–17. The dif-
ferences between charters and district schools is 
smaller at the fourth-grade level. 

Relative to district schools, the most striking 
gains at charters are for African American stu-
dents, who constitute about 30% of the charter-

school student population nationwide. Even after 
adjustments for background characteristics, their 
achievement gains in eighth grade exceed those 
at district schools by about six months of learn-
ing. African American student performance in 
fourth grade rose by an extra four months of 
learning. Progress at charters by white students 
was more measured. Gains for charter-school 
student cohorts were two months of learning 
above those in the district sector. 

Eighth-grade student cohorts from poor 
families are also making more-rapid progress at 
charters than at district schools. The scores of 
those in the bottom 25% of the socioeconomic 
distribution increased nearly twice as much as 
those of students in the district sector. 

The charter advantage isn’t universal—Asian 
American and Hispanic American students are 
doing equally well in both sectors, as are students 
in the western states more generally. Much more 
progress needs to be made to close the achieve-
ment gap. But if charters haven’t resolved social 
divides, they have proved to be a healthy tonic 
for the American educational system. 

Adapted from an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal 
on September 8, 2020. M. Danish Shakeel is a 
postdoctoral research fellow at PEPG.

The charter advantage isn’t 
universal—Asian American and 
Hispanic American students are 
doing equally well in both sectors.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-charter-school-advantage-11599606404
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What American Families Experienced When  
COVID-19 Closed Their Schools

Charter and private schools provided more opportunities for student-teacher interaction

by M I C H A E L  B. H E N D E R S O N ,  D A V I D  H O U S T O N ,  P A U L  E . P E T E R S O N , 

M.  D A N I S H  S H A K E E L , and  M A R T I N  R .  W E S T

THIS YEAR’S survey, 
administered in May 
2020, provides an 
early look at how the 

experiences of this past spring 
may shape Americans’ views 
on education policy going for-
ward. The nation’s three K–12 
educational sectors—district, 
charter, and private—seem to 
have responded differently to 
the challenges posed by the 
pandemic. Although serious 
disruptions occurred in all 
three sectors, there are several 
indications that charter schools 
and private schools were better 

able to adapt to the new learn-
ing environment than was the 
district sector (see Figure 1).

Children in private or charter 
schools were more likely to meet 
with their school or teachers 
along with their entire class by 
video, telephone, or in another 
way. Parents of nearly 70% of 
private-school students and 62% 
of charter-school students say 
such meetings took place daily or 
several times a week, but parents 
of only 43% of district students 
give this response (see Figure 
1). Twenty percent of district 
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Charter and Private Sector More Nimble (Figure 1) 

Parents of students in charter and private schools reported different experi-
ences than parents of district students after schools closed in spring 2020.

SATISFACTION QUESTION: How satisfied are you with the instruction and activi-
ties provided by this child’s school during the closure?

WHOLE CLASS QUESTION: In a typical week during the closure, how often has 
this child’s school or teachers met with the whole class by video, telephone, or in 
another way?

ONE-ON-ONE QUESTION: In a typical week during the closure, how often has this 
child’s school or teachers met with your child one-on-one by video, telephone, or 
in another way?

LEARNING QUESTION: Do you think this child learned more, less, or about the 
same as they would have had their school not closed?

CONTENT QUESTION: Which of the following best describes how this child's 
school has handled instruction during the closure?

SOURCE: 2020 Education Next Survey.

Charter schools and 
private schools were 
better able to adapt  
to the new learning 
environment than was 
the district sector.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.educationnext.org/what-american-families-experienced-when-covid-19-closed-their-schools/
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students never met with their school or teachers as a class, as 
compared to 11% of students in the private and charter sectors.

Parents also indicate that charter-school teachers had 
more frequent one-on-one interactions with their students. 
Parents of only 18% of district-school students and 22% 
of private-school students say their child was individually 
contacted daily or several times a week, but the parents of 
42% of charter school students report that frequency of 
contact (see Figure 1). The parents of most students think 
their children learned less during the closure than they 
would have had schools not closed, regardless of sec-
tor. However, the share of students who learned less, 
according to their parents, is significantly lower in the 
charter sector. Parents of 54% of charter-school stu-
dents say their child learned less than they would have 
had their school not closed. By contrast, parents of 72% 
of district students and 66% of private-school students 
say their child learned less. 

Finally, while parents of most students in each 
sector are satisfied with the instruction and activities 
that schools provided during the closures, there is 
some evidence of greater satisfaction in the charter 

and private sectors 
than in the district 
sector—particularly 
when focusing 
on the share of 
students whose 
parents say they are 
“very satisfied.” 

Americans’ open-
ness to online educa-
tion has increased 
in recent years (see 
Figure 2). In 2009, 
56% of American 
parents said they 

would be willing to have their child take some aca-
demic courses online during high school. This share 
edged up somewhat to 61% in 2010 and remained at 
that level in 2013. In 2020, however, 73% of parents 
say they are willing to have their child take some high-

school courses online—a 12 percentage-point jump 
over the past decade.  

We also asked how many courses a high school stu-
dent should be allowed to take for credit online. Typically, stu-
dents must complete 24 courses in high school to graduate. On 
average, American parents say that high school students should 
be allowed to take 11 courses online. This is a 22% increase 
from the average response of nine courses in 2017.   

Adapted from articles in Education Next. Michael B. 
Henderson is assistant professor at Louisiana State University’s 
Manship School of Mass Communication and director of its 
Public Policy Research Lab. 
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Major Gains for Online High-School  
Coursework (Figure 2)

Almost three-quarters of parents say they are  
willing to have their children take some high-school 
courses online—marking a 17 percentage-point  
increase since 2009.

More students in charter and private 
schools than in district schools  
have parents who are satisfied with 
instruction during closure.

Editor-in-chief Marty West coaches 
Little Leaguers on his time off.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.educationnext.org/what-american-families-experienced-when-covid-19-closed-their-schools/
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 A Virtual Conference on Closing the  
Education Opportunity Gap

ON SEPTEMBER 11, 2020, PEPG HOSTED AN ONLINE CONFERENCE on strategies for closing the 
education opportunity gap in American education that included a keynote address from James Blew, assis-
tant secretary for Planning, Evaluation, and Policy Development, U.S. Department of Education. A series 
of panels on creating, expanding, and enhancing existing opportunities were organized to discuss emerging 

research and novel approaches to overcome the current challenges. Some of the most interesting discussions focused on 
teacher quality and compensation.

 “Adding more non-teaching staff has been going on for 70 
years.  It slowed down with the 2008 recession, but otherwise 
we’ve been adding staffing to public schools. And if there is 
a relief bill for schools passed by Congress and signed by the 
president this fall, and the federal government gives money 
to states and school districts, one can confidently predict 
that they will begin adding more staff once again.”  

–Ben Scafidi is a professor of economics  
and director of the Education Economics  

Center at Kennesaw State University.
* * *

“The number of kids in public schools over the period 
from 1980 to the present grew by about 25%, the number 

of teachers grew by about 45%, and the number of 
everyone else other than teachers grew by about 55%. 
The schools could have chosen quality by paying teachers 
higher salaries, but instead they chose quantity by hiring 
more teachers and other staff.”

—Michael Podgursky is Chancellor’s Professor of 
Economics at the University of Missouri – Columbia  

and director of Sinquefield Center for Applied  
Economic Research at Saint Louis University.

* * *
“But what [does] that additional staffing looks like? Is 
it going to central office staff and more administrators? 
But if teachers saw it was going toward social workers, 

guidance counselors, school 
nurses, and librarians, they 
might say we need to have that 
kind of staff.”

—Michelle Rhee is  
the founder of Student  
First and former chan- 

cellor of Washington,  
D.C., public schools.

* * *
“Many parents look at teachers’ 
salaries and think they are not 
so bad. Parents love small class 
sizes. So it’s not just the unions.” 

—Kate Walsh is  
president of the National 

Council on Teacher Quality.

* * *
“If they had chosen quality with 
the same money, the average 
salary of a teacher in the United 
States today would be more 
than $100,000.” 

—Michael Podgursky
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More Adults for Every Student in School (Figure 1)

Between 1980 and 2016, the number of students increased by about  
25 percent. The number of teachers in the United States increased  
by about 45 percent, and the number of other school personnel  
increased by about 55 percent.

NOTE: The base year is 1980 and is set at 100.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
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Antonio Wendland, 
who serves as PEPG 
associate director, 
helped transition the 
conference from an 
in-person event to a 
virtual experience.

“I wonder what teachers would think if they saw these 
data. You could be making $100,000 a year on average, 
instead of $60,000. What would they think?”

—Michelle Rhee
* * *

“These pensions are soaking up a lot of resources that 
could go to pay for higher salaries for young beginning 

teachers, who are the most poorly compensated.”
—Michael Podgursky

* * *
“I did this calculation for my state of Georgia. There are 
16 layers of government that have a say in what goes on in 
my children’s public-school classroom.”

—Ben Scafidi

James Blew

Michelle Rhee Derrell Bradford

Albert Cheng

Caroline Hoxby

Christopher Cerf

Diane Tavenner

Jason Bedrick

Michael Petrilli

Ben Scafidi

Hanna Skandera

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
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1. Every year—indeed, every month—counts, if students are 
to fulfill their potential. 

Economists have estimated that each additional year of 
schooling yields a return over an economic lifetime of some-
where between 8 percent to 13 percent, with consensus estimates 
hovering around a 10 percent return.  Research also suggests that 
a year of elementary school and high school yields about as large 
a return as does another year of college.

2. Online learning is no substitute for classroom instruction. 
Many schools attempted to provide online instruction 

when schools were closed in the spring and early summer of 
2020. “For most children, the school year effectively ended 
in March,” observes University of Michigan economist Susan 
Dynarski. According to surveys administered by the EdWeek 
Research Center  during spring closures, teachers reported 
spending less time on instruction overall, more time on review, 
and less time on introducing new material. 

3. Rules and regulations reduce learning. 
The quality of the experience at school is at least as 

important as regular attendance itself. Many states and school 
districts moving forward with partial reopening are setting 
conditions for school operations that are degrading the learn-
ing environment and the learning that will take place.  

4. Closing schools damages the social and emotional well-
being of children and young people.

 Social and emotional learning at school is crucial for the 
development of the person. Grit, the ability to pursue success 
despite the odds, is learned in part inside a well-run school-
house. The acquisition of similar skills is invaluable in and of 
itself, and the skills also contribute to student achievement. 

5. Closing schools places the physical health of young people 
at risk.

Public schools provide a vehicle for a wide variety of public 

The Price Students Pay When Schools Are Closed
Seven ways children, and the nation, lose out when school buildings do not open 

 by   P A U L  E .  P E T E R S O N

Teacher Kara McGrath 
waits as second-graders 
file into her room at Hard-
ing Elementary School  
in Erie, Pennsylvania, on 
the first day of classes.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.educationnext.org/price-students-pay-when-schools-are-closed/
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ON AUGUST 11, 2020, Paul Peterson appeared at the White House with President Trump and Vice President  
Pence as part of the “Getting America’s Children Safely Back to School” event. Peterson talked about the advantage  
of in-person school for students as opposed to online learning from home.

health and social services. Schools administer vaccines, con-
duct eye and ear examinations, serve free and reduced-price 
lunch to students from low-income households, provide 
emergency nursing care, and identify children at risk of abuse 
in other settings. Public health measures that close an official 
institutional agency that reaches into all segments of the child 
and adolescent population increase the risk of accidents, 
infections, illness, malnutrition, and premature fatalities.

6. School closures and online learning widen gaps between 
advantaged and disadvantaged students.

When schools remain closed or opened only partially 
and fitfully, the socioeconomic achievement gap will almost 
certainly enlarge for the current student generation. The 
effects of closures, digital learning, and restrictive controls on 
pedagogical settings shall be far more detrimental for those 
students who already have learning deficiencies or do not 
have access to alternative educational resources in the home 
or elsewhere. As discussed above, school closures have larger 
negative effects on student outcomes if a student comes from 

a disadvantaged background. Online learning is less effective 
with those who are less academically prepared. Disadvantaged 
students are more dependent upon the school system for vac-
cinations, eye and ear examinations, school lunches, identifi-
cation of child abuse, and a host of other social services.

7. Closing schools and degrading school quality damage the 
human capital the country depends upon. 

Just as schooling is critical for developing the economic 
potential of the individual, it is no less important for enhanc-
ing the wealth of nations. The average number of years 
students are in school is highly correlated with the size of a 
country’s gross national product. It is not just the number of 
school years that is important. The quality of a school—the 
amount of learning that takes place—is also associated with 
the rate of economic growth. Even within the United States, 
those states with higher-performing schools are the states 
experiencing the most rapid economic growth.

Excerpted from an article on the Education Next website.

“They’ve got to be in that classroom. They have to be with their peers,” 
Peterson told President Trump.

Peterson, speaking from the  
back row, tells the president  
that schools should open.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.educationnext.org/price-students-pay-when-schools-are-closed/
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EducationNext Highlights
In July 2020, a cleaner, more accessible format for the  

Education Next website was deployed. 

EDUCATION NEXT LAUNCHED a newly 
redesigned and reengineered website, 
EducationNext.org, on July 17. The 
improvements helped power the journal to 
growth of 34 percent in pageviews for the 

12 months ending August 31, 2020, compared to the 12 
months ended August 31, 2019, and to record a steeply 
rising number of podcast listens (see figures). Editorial 
highlights included a scrutiny of the New York Times 
“1619 Project” and how it is being used in classrooms, 
as well as an article examining Senator Bernie Sanders’s 
claims about Cuba’s education system.

“The 1619 Project” Enters American Classrooms
Adding new sizzle to education about slavery—but at a significant cost

by  N A O M I  S C H A E F E R  R I L E Y

WHEN NEW YORK TIMES  correspondent 
Nikole Hannah-Jones won the Pulitzer 
Prize for commentary for an article she 
published about Blacks and the ideal of 

America, her own newspaper reported, “The essay was 
published on Aug. 14, and the magazine issue gained public 

attention immediately, with copies selling out and educators 
around the country teaching The 1619 Project.”

That the Pulitzer was for “commentary” rather than 
history, national reporting, or some other more empirically 
anchored category generated some amusement in compet-
ing newsrooms. Given all the theatrics that have attended 

the article’s publication, it’s 
possible that the most appro-
priate award the Pulitzer Board 
could have chosen to honor 
“The 1619 Project” or Hannah-
Jones with would have been the 
prize for drama.

“Educators around the coun-
try” are indeed “teaching ‘The 
1619 Project.’” What, precisely, 
students and other interested 
observers are learning is another 
question. “The 1619 Project” is 
certainly educational, or at least 
instructive—but not only in the 
ways it was intended….

Naomi Schaefer Riley is a visiting 
fellow at the American Enterprise 
Institute and a senior fellow at 
the Independent Women’s Forum.

A historical marker along 
the coastline in Hampton, 
Virginia, marks a site at which 
Africans arrived in 1619.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.educationnext.org/1619-project-enters-american-classrooms-adding-new-sizzle-slavery-significant-cost/
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Our Expanding Footprint  Cuban Schools:  
Too Good to Be True

What explains claims of  
Castro’s educational excellence?  

Almost certainly,  
cheating on the tests.

by P A U L  E . P E T E R S O N

IT IS WIDELY ACCEPTED that Cuban 
schools have made great strides forward. 
“Cuba’s education system might as well 
be considered the ultimate wrap-around 

institution for children,” claims the executive 
director of the American School Superintendents 
Association. A Stanford scholar writes in the 
HuffPost that he has “a hunch” that Cuban 
schools are better than those in the United States. 
The country participated in the 1997 and 2006 
waves of Laboratorio, a UNESCO-sponsored 

survey of Latin American elementary-school 
students, but it dropped out of the third wave 
in 2013. But, the Cuban results from the 1997 
and 2006 waves of this survey lack credibility. 
The Laboratorio data are available for scholars 
to analyze. Yet the alleged Cuban educational 
advantage has never been subjected to the kind 
of rigorous scrutiny applied to impressive test 
scores reported by schools in the United States. 
When the academic community fails to exercise 
its responsibilities, political leaders are not con-
strained from making unwarranted claims based 
on flimsy evidence. 

Ed Next
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NOTE: Pageviews for EducationNext.org year-over-year, 
year ending August 31st.

Pageviews 
Traffic to the EdNext website continued to climb in the 
past two years, reaching a new peak in 2020.

Podcast Plays
The Education Exchange podcast was started in 2017, 
and along with the EdNext podcast started two years  
earlier, continues to grow a loyal following. 

C O M M U N I C A T E

Student Michael Aladro, 10, sits inside a class-
room with fellow classmates on his first day back 
to school at the Angela Landa elementary school 
in Old Havana, Cuba.

https://www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/
https://www.educationnext.org/cuban-schools-too-good-to-be-true-what-explains-castro-educational-excellence/
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