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Abstract

are now poorly served.

The misalignment between schools and adult society is a grave problem, demanding transformational change. Nationally, 15% of
high school students drop out, while 60% of Community College and 40% of 4 year college students don’t finish within six years.
As retired educators, we have been life-long witnesses of the dysfunction, and its victims.

To help all students, schools need to provide more diverse, specialized training for the demands of hugely different adult careers.
We propose a Career-Education Alignment Commission (CEAC, ‘seek’) to ascertain the changes needed to serve well those who

Students will need to explore their interests through project-based learning, from 2™ grade on, to discover by age 15 a career
path they can have a passion for. And students will need daily coaching, before they fall behind, for mastery of the academic skills
needed for the diverse specialties. And the school day needs to be expanded to include both activities. The CEAC commission
would identify needed changes, and the funding and training to make them a success.

Key words: K-9 education; Transforming K-12 education; Ed-
ucation standards; Minority students; Underachieving students;
Mastery learning; Project-based learning

Introduction

K-12 schools should prepare all students for success in life be-
yond high school: success in an immediate career, or in further
education leading to a successful career. However, our schools
currently fail to help a majority of students to achieve these crit-
ical goals. Student scores on the ACT college admissions exam
have been getting worse for five years straight, now being the
lowest in over thirty years [1]. At the same time, rates of student
anxiety, depression, and suicide have been continually increas-
ing [2]. Though the covid epidemic has made matters worse, the
declining student performance and increasing student distress
predate the epidemic. About 15% of American students don’t
graduate high school on time [3]. And over 60% who start 2 year
colleges, and nearly 40% who start 4 year colleges, fail to finish
within 6 years [4]. Further, among high school graduates, nearly
a quarter of those who take the Armed Forces Qualifying Test
fail it, indicating a lack of the basic academic skills needed for
most adult vocations [5]. Further, even for of those who gradu-
ate college, according to a 2013 study by the Federal Reserve,
only 27% do work related to their major, and 38% are doing
work that doesn’t require a college degree [6].

Poor and minority students are disproportionately left behind,
and this failure to help the disadvantaged to achieve career or
college readiness is the most consequential failure of our educa-
tional system [7].

The good news is that it is possible for students to be ambitious
in their careers, and both to progress successfully towards their
career goals, and to achieve relative peace of mind during their
pursuit of the goals. The key to peace of mind is a justified stu-
dent confidence that they will succeed at the next turning point
in life that affects their career aspirations a turning point such
as entry to high school or college. Our system is now failing to

develop in students such justified confidence. The system can be
changed, though, to give almost all students, except the severely
disabled, confidence of success at their next turning point in life.

What Must Change for Improvement?

Two proven modes of learning can remedy these failings of our
K-12 system, and prepare all students for success after high
school. The first mode is project-based learning. Student-cho-
sen projects have proven to be highly engaging and enjoyable
for students. Researchers J. Mehta and S. Fine have found that
project-based learning is also the key to acquiring ‘deeper learn-
ing’ skills: the skills of inquiry, such as creative problem-solving,
critical thinking, and collaborative learning skills critical in the
world of work [8].

If schools implement Project-based learning well, it can help
prepare all students, excepting those with special needs, for suc-
cess after high school. First, if schools institute student chosen
projects in elementary school, from second grade on, students
can explore and discover the subjects and activities they have a
passion for and talents in. Then, in middle school, students can,
with school assistance, learn how their interests and abilities
align with the world of work post high school and post-college
careers. After exploration, by age 15 students should have an
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idea of whether they want a career immediately on graduation,
or after further education leading to a career. And they should
have a clear enough career goal to decide on what specialized
training, courses, and projects to take in their last three high
school years. As psychologist Edward Deci has documented,
having such a commitment to a long term goal is the key to
sustained motivation [9].

Students also need to acquire the academic skills it takes to suc-
ceed in the pathway they choose. Here the second critical mode
of learning, Mastery Learning, is needed. The core idea is that
the schools should not push students ahead to learning more
advanced skills before they have mastered the more basic skills,
just because they have put in the ‘seat time. Our current system
is failing in this way, as Gallup surveys have found: while 3/4 of
5th graders are engaged in their studies, engagement steadily
drops until only 1/3 of those in the last years of high school
are engaged, and engagement is highly correlated with achieve-
ment [10]. By the final years, most students are marking time in
class, not understanding well, caring, or mastering their lessons
(Figures 1 and 2).
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In mastery learning, the student’s current skill level is first as-
certained. Then students are taught the next level, and assessed
to see if they have mastered it. If they haven't yet achieved mas-
tery, they are immediately given ‘corrective’ or remedial coach-
ing to master the skill. The mastery approach has been around
for over 60 years. Thomas Guskey and other researchers have
found that “students in well-implemented mastery learning

classes consistently reach higher levels of achievement [10]”
Mastery learning needs to begin in early grades, so it can gen-
tly but persistently push students forward to the point where
they have, by age 15, mastered the foundational academic skills
it takes to hold a career-track job in our economy. Those who
haven’t achieved the foundations by age 15 can be given fur-
ther assistance. Those who master the foundations early can
advance earlier to mastering diverse higher academic skills that
serve their chosen goals.

The key here is that students with diverse interests and talents
are offered diverse programs, and are prepared to the specific,
varied academic skills and standards needed for their varied
goals. But in all cases, the exploration of career goals through
project-based learning, and the mastery learning complement
and support each other. The exploration through project-based
learning develops powerful motivation, and the mastery learn-
ing provides the skilled needed to pursue the goals.

Here, we are focused on K-12, but changes before and after are
also needed. The small percentage of graduates working in their
fields shows that better career guidance of college students and
coordination of their education programs and careers is need-
ed. And more help is needed for early childhood, so that the
children of less educated parents don't start school behind oth-
ers, as is the case now.

How can Project-Based and Mastery Learning be Im-
plemented to Successfully Serve Career and College
Readiness?

First, the school day needs to be expanded by two hours to al-
low time for both project-based and corrective or enrichment
instruction with mastery learning. Schools in the Every Hour
Counts (www.everyhourcounts.org) network of cities have al-
ready expanded days. Mornings can be devoted to academic
instruction, midday hours to a mix of remedial coaching, en-
richment, lunch, and play, and the final two hours devoted to
student projects. In this schedule, teachers could work in shifts,
with academic teachers coming first, and specialty teachers
arriving later, and staying later to monitor and guide student
projects (Figure 3).
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Second, states need to re-align exit standards to real world de-
mands beyond high school [11]. They need to develop assess-
ments for a foundational academic standard at age 15, aligned

J Community Med Health Educ, an open access journal
ISSN: 2161-0711

Volume 13 ¢ Issue 01 « 1000797



Citation: Berkson W, Schillig WB (2023) The Misalignment of Schools and Society-Restructuring Education for Success after High School. J Community Med Health

Educ 13:797.

Page 3 of 3

with the minimum academic skills needed for a career track job
in our economy. (The current military exam, or a modification
of it, may serve.) Then, with the help of businesses and higher
education, they need to develop diverse standards for certify-
ing mastery of the varied specialties, vocational and academic.
The diploma would indicate achievement of the foundational
common standard, as well as diverse certificates both for the
academic levels needed for the specialties, and for proficiency
in specialties themselves.

Discussion

These four changes individually are proven successes, either in
specific states here in the US, or around the world. Our convic-
tion is that all have to be combined to transform our school sys-
tems for the better. Currently half of students fail to be prepared
for life beyond high school. Only when all changes combined
will the currently failing half is lifted to the point where they are
fully prepared to succeed after high school, either in immediate
work or in higher education.

Effective implementation of such structural changes is a ma-
jor challenge. It will require new funds for additional teachers
for the expanded day, and for additional teachers to free time
for master teachers to mentor other teachers. To justify such
funds to legislatures will require a proof of concepts in pilot
programs, on a small scale (Figure 4).

‘LIFE AFTER HIGH SCHOOL’ INITIATIVE

Time Line
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Figure 4: Life after high school initiative

Conclusion

We recommend creation of state Career-Education Alignment

Commissions (CEAC, ‘seek’) to diversify and realign standards,
and fund and monitor pilots. The CEACs would include repre-
sentatives from business, government, education, and military,
who would consult other experts, and coordinate with other
CEACs. The CEACs would propose realigned standards, start
pilots, beginning in early grades, of the expanded day and proj-
ect-based learning, and assess the pilots. There is every indica-
tion that, with adequate funding and care, project-based learn-
ing and mastery learning can much better prepare all students
for success in life after high school.
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