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Education is considered by Americans to be the single most important long-
term issue our country faces.  In fact, reaching back over 30 years to the 
publication of the Nation at Risk Report, issues about the quality of our 
educational system have persistently dominated the attention of 
policymakers and the American public.  Many people believe that, after 
protecting our borders, public education is the government activity with the 
single most profound and far-reaching effect on the national character.  
Despite all the attention paid to education, however, attempts to improve 
our schools and our educational system have generated more questions 
than answers and more conflict than consensus about teaching, learning, 
schooling and education.  
 
Which Way American Education? will be a broadly-targeted, multi-
platform project, centered on a PBS television series with an expected 
audience of millions of viewers.  The series will explore and examine 
lingering (sometimes growing) questions about K- 12 public education in a 
search for deeper understanding of the issues that face parents, teachers 
and policymakers today.   
 
The project will feature a series of hour-long, regularly scheduled, primetime 
PBS broadcasts, each focusing on a single, pressing, controversial issue in 
education.  Profiles of leading educators, researchers and thought-leaders 
will focus and complement the investigation into these issues. The 
proposed landmark Series will offer possible solutions to educational 
challenges, but will not advocate any particular point-of-view.  Rather, a 
neutral “voice” will add context and, when appropriate, challenge the 
assertions of the experts whose work is featured. The series will analyze 
the relationship between what (and how) we teach our children and who we, 
as a society, are -- and will become. 
 
The PBS broadcasts will be supported by a nationwide community outreach 
and publicity campaign, a fully interactive website, rich in resources that will 
be integrated into the TV programs, a companion (“as seen on PBS”) book 
and a curriculum of coordinated after-market products, tailored for specific 
use in various regions across the country. 
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89% of Americans 
rate education as  
very important or 
extremely important.  
Education is 
considered more 
important than taxes, 
crime, national 
defense, the economy 
or the environment.  
In fact, education is 
considered  by 
Americans to be the 
single most 
important long-term 
issue our country  
faces.  

 
Gallup poll July 25, 
2000 

When we think of education, our minds quite naturally turn to traditional schooling 
and family instruction, and often stop there. Today's reality, however, is much 
more complex. Much learning occurs outside of school, in an ever-changing 
"information soup" that continuously surrounds and affects students. Formal 
schooling exists against a tumultuous backdrop that includes television, video 
games, the street, advertising, the web, email, music, work and films.  For this 
reason, Which Way American Education? will address both challenging 
educational issues and the broader environment in which those issues arise. 
 

PROGRAM CONTENT POSSIBILITIES  
 

• Educatio n Funding :  Why do some schools have 
swimming pools while other struggle to provide 
textbooks and desks?  How did the disparities in school 
funding occur?  What can, and should, we do about it? 

 
• Standardized Testing : Are standardized test results 

valid and reliable and is there an over-dependence on 
them in curriculum and admissions decisions? 

 
• School Size, Class Size :  Do smaller schools and 

smaller classes really improve teaching and learning?  
Is it worth the added cost of hiring more teachers and 
building more schools? 

 
• Qualified Teachers & Leaders : What are the causes 

of our growing shortfall in qualified teachers?  Are there 
viable solutions?  What role do salaries play in 
attracting and retaining qualified teachers and inducing 
them to go to the neediest schools? 

 
• Official Pronouncements vs. Practical Realities : How do we best 

bridge the gap between policy and reality? 
 

• Extra -educational influences : How should we react to the increasing 
effect non-school influences in student’s lives such as media and 
advertising?  Are schools becoming increasingly marginalized and, if so, 
what can and should we do about it? 

 
• Learning Differences : Why do boys and girls perform differently in math 

and science?  Do they learn differently or do they prosper in different types 
of learning environments?  What, if anything, should we do to 
accommodate those differences? 
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"Our progress as a 
nation can be no 
swifter than our 
progress in 
education. The 
human mind is our 
fundamental 
resource." 

 
John F. Kennedy 

• Technology and Learning : Does learning 
improve when teachers introduce technology 
into their teaching?  Why do so few teachers use 
technology knowledgably or effectively in their 
classrooms?  Why is there a chronic shortfall in 
technologically proficient students, and what can 
and should be done to overcome that shortfall?  
What is the ideal role for distance learning? 
How, if at all, can technology improve the 
efficiency of schools as institutions? 

 
• Religion and Schools: What place, if any, should religion have in 

education?  Should religious thought be kept outside school walls?  Can 
public schools accommodate multiple religious beliefs in their curricula? 

 
• School Choice:   What role should exist in public education for teaching 

environments such as “privatized” public schools, magnet schools, charter 
schools and distance learning?  What, if any, role should vouchers play in 
funding school choice? 

 
• Sex:   What, if anything, should our schools teach about sex?  When 

should they teach it and to whom? 
 

• Gender and race equity:  Can our schools influence societal issues of 
gender and race equity and, if so, should they? 

 
• School violence:  What, if anything, can be done to control school 

violence?  What is the ideal balance between security and civil liberties? 
 

• Corporate America in the Classroom:   How do we optimize Corporate 
America’s role in the classroom?  How do we balance profit motive with  
students’ educational needs?  Is commercialization of schools a viable 
long-term solution to funding challenges? 

 
• Forms of Education:  Do different children learn differently?  If so, should 

we strive to accommodate those differences?  Is there an inherent tension 
between accommodating individual learning styles and efficient mass 
education? 

 
• Arts Education:   Can we afford arts education?  What are the 

consequences of not affording it? 
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"Education is 
not the filling 
of a pail, but 
the lighting of 
a fire." 

 
William Butler 
Yates 

• Benchmarking:   Is it constructive to compare schools 
across state and international boundaries?  What, if 
anything, can benchmarking contribute to education 
excellence? 

 
• Teaching for the Future:  How, if at all, should 

anticipated technological and sociological developments  
be incorporated into school curricula? 

 
• Integration of ÒSpecial NeedsÓ Childr en:  How do we best serve the 

wide range of students with special needs?  Does the “mainstreaming” of 
children with special needs effect the quantity and quality their education 
and the education of  other students? 

 
• English Language Learners:  How should we accommodate millions of 

students whose primary language is something other than English?  Is 
there any “fair” way to allocate resources between native English speakers 
and English Language Learners?  Do we help English Language Learners 
or harm them by providing bilingual education? 

 
• The Role of Diversity:   Do diverse schools and classrooms establish 

more efficient learning environments than homogeneous schools and 
classrooms?  Should we consider factors other than educational efficiency 
in measuring the success of diversity programs? 

 
• School Governance:  What alternatives exist to the traditional model in 

which untrained or under-trained laypeople run entire school systems yet 
face little, if any, accountability? 

 
• Funding for Training:  What is the optimal division of training funds 

between teachers and administrators?  What factors influence the 
optimization of that division? 

 
Because education is about people, not just issues, Which Way American 
Education? will feature compelling profiles of people with insight into, influence 
on and important contributions to education.  These profiles will provide a stage 
on which we can address important educational issues in an interesting, 
accessible, non-intimidating way.  The experts and practitioners featured might 
include, for example: 
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According to 
standardized tests, 
only 3 out of ten 
high school 
students know and 
can apply 
fundamental facts 
about science; 5 of 
ten do not even 
meet the basic high 
school science 
requirements.  
California high 
school students 
finished last in 
science proficiency 
among students in 
40 states that were 
tested.  Los 
Angeles Times, 
November 12, 2001 

 
 

• Linda Darling Hammond, the founding executive 
director of the National Commission on Teaching & 
America’s Future and a professor at the Stanford 
University School of Education. 

 
• James Comer, a faculty member of the Yale School 

of Medicine and founder of a collaborative school 
development program used in more than 500 
schools nationwide. 

 
• Howard Gardner, a faculty member of the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education and expert on 
different ways in that children learn. 

 
• Jacquelynne Eccles, a faculty member of the 

University of Michigan School of Psychology and an 
expert on the role of gender in education. 

 
• David B. Tyack, a faculty member at the Stanford 

University School of Education and expert on issues 
of social diversity and the history of school reform. 

 
 

The Which Way American Education? Team 
 
Which Way American Education? is being developed by Eureka Learning,   
joined by three extremely prestigious institutional partners that are providing their 
expertise on topic selection; content; format; individuals who should be profiled 
and more. 

• Media & Policy Center Foundation 
• Stanford University School of Education 
• Harvard University Graduate School of Education 
• Rand’s Council for Aid to Education 

 
Media & Policy Center  The Media & Policy Center 
(www.mediapolicycenter.org ) is a multiple award -winning media 
Foundation specializing in the design and implementation of socially 
relevant projects in an entertaining and enlightening context.  
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Harry Wiland and Dale BellÕs individual productions have won one Academy 
Award (ÒWoodstockÓ),  five Emmys, one Peabody, two Christophers, two 
Cine Golden Eagles, four ChildrensÕ Acts, among other awards and 
nominations. Their collective films for PBS, networks , cable, and cinema 
represent an array of styles including journalism, documentary, dramatic 
feature film, performance, and industrial. (ÒNational Geographic Specials,Ó 
ÒKennedy Center Tonight,Ó ÒThe Chemical People,Ó ÒWonderWorks,Ó and 
ÒJohnny Cash...The Man, His World and His MusicÓ).    
 
Wiland and BellÕs first outreach project, And Thou Shalt Honor É Caring for 
Our Parents, Spouses, and Friends  is a 2 -hour primetime TV series for 
PBS, now viewed by more than 16 million people.  A community 
grassroots outre ach campaign, and a companion book published by Rodale 
Press with Foreword by Rosalynn Carter are important extensions of the 
program. The web site can be found at www.atsh.org . To replicate the 
caregiving model and mission, the company created a Caregiver  Resource 
Center Video Library as well as marketing sequels.  Additionally, the 
Foundation is producing a 15 -city series of Caregiving Town Hall Meetings  
for PBS to enlighten and empower caregivers and inform the audience 
about services, providers, benefit s and programs available in their 
communities. One of the town hall meetings was held in conjunction with 
the mid -summer Governors meeting in Seattle; another in the midst of the 
Democratic National Convention in Boston.  A National Town Hall Meeting, 
prod uced in 2005 and broadcast by PBS stations, marked the 40 th  
anniversary of the signing of the Older AmericansÕ Act by President 
Lyndon Johnson.  
 
Edens Lost & Found , a four -hour PBS documentary and community and 
educational outreach program about restoring  and sustaining urban 
ecosystems is also currently in production. It replicates and expands the 
original multiple media model. The first two programs were broadcast in 
May 2006; the second two premiered in January 2007.  
 
Getting Around , a half -hour film an d community -outreach project dealing 
with the Elder Driver issue, is completing production and will soon be seen 
on PBS stations.  
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In April 2004, Harry Wiland and Dale Bell were recipients of the American 
Society on AgingÕs (ÒASAÓ) National Media Award for  their PBS special 
broadcast, And Thou Shalt Honor . They have also been honored with 
awards from the American Association of Homes and Services for the 
Aging (ÒAAHSAÓ) the National Adult Day Services Association (ÒNADSAÓ), 
and the Center for Healthy Aging,  among others. In May 2006, it was 
announced that they were elected as Ashoka Fellows ( www.ashoka.org ).  
 
 
Stanford University School of Education Ð one of the top three rated schools 
of education in the United States (U.S. News and World Report’s Ranking of 
Graduate Schools, 2002).  Stanford University School of Education (SUSE) has 
49 faculty and 336 students.  SUSE faculty eschews the traditional research-
practice dichotomy, integrating practice and research by maintaining close 
collaborations with administrators, teachers, and policy makers. These faculty 
frame policy discussions and serve as advisors at the state, national and 
international levels. The School is committed to developing new knowledge, 
using it to improve education, and to make education more equitable in the U.S. 
and abroad.  
 
SUSE’s Dean, Deborah Stipek, is a Co-Chair of the Board of Advisors for Which 
Way American Education?. 
 
Harvard University Graduate School of Education  – one of the top three rated 
schools of education in the United States (U.S. News and World Report’s 
Ranking of Graduate Schools, 2002).  HGSE has nearly 140 full and part-time 
faculty and nearly 1000 full-time (equivalent) students.  The school includes three 
academic departments:  Administration, Planning and Social Policy; Human 
Development and Psychology; and Learning and Teaching. 
 
HGSE’s immediate past dean, John B. Willett, is a Co-Chair of the Board of 
Advisors for Which Way American Education? 
 
RandÕs Council for Aid to Ed ucation (CAE)  --  is a national nonprofit 
organization based in New York City. A part of RAND since 1996, CAE was 
established in 1952 to advance corporate support of higher education. CAE 
today provides strategic planning services to higher education systems and 
institutions, makes policy recommendations based on RAND research and is the 
nation's leading source of data on private giving to education through its annual 
Voluntary Support of Education (VSE) survey. CAE's annual Leaders for Change 
Award recognizes and promotes the best corporate grants to education. 
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CAE’s Executive Director, Roger Benjamin is a Co-Chair of the Board of Advisors 
for Which Way American Education? 
 

The Format  
 

Which Way American Education? will have a fast-paced documentary-style 
format mixing profiles, interviews and “real world”, “fly on the wall” examples.  
The series is initially planned to include 12 television programs.  (Our hope is that 
it will then evolve into an “evergreen,” on-going PBS project). 
 
Program 1 .  The first program will address and explore the extraordinary 
complexity inherent in any thoughtful discussion of education and the issues it 
raises.  Before we start debating how children should be educated, we must 
consider why we are educating them -- what are our goals for education. 
 
In America, these goals are diverse and there is no consensus about which goals 
should take priority.  These goals include, but are not limited to: 
 

• Teaching basic skills 
• Creating a productive workforce 
• Maximizing measurable individual achievement 
• Drawing out individual talents and capacities 
• Optimizing group potential 
• Fostering democracy by creating well-educated citizens 
• Maximizing societal wealth 
• Developing morality or values and, if so, which morality and which 

values 
 
Within this debate about the priority of (sometimes competing) goals lies the 
tension between learning skills and information on the one hand,  versus learning  
how to think and learn critically on the other hand.  Should education focus on 
the quality of students’ thought processes (e.g. innovation, creativity, inquiry 
skills, curiosity, and persistence) or on the quality and quantity of students’ 
knowledge (e.g. measurable outcomes, scores, grades)? 
 
We know there is no consensus about the “proper” goal for education.  We also 
know that, absent a consensus goal, the issue of which paths to follow will 
necessarily be highly controversial and partisan. 
 
Another layer of complexity in education exists because schools and educational 
systems are much more like inter-related eco-systems than linear production-
lines -- changing any single feature of an educational system always creates a 
“ripple effect” of second and third order (often unanticipated) consequences.  
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Given this phenomenon, how to we design educational systems in which the 
parts are coherent and mutually reinforcing?  
 
Programs 2 - 11.  As noted above, each television program will focus on a 
single, timely, controversial issue in education.  These issues and the identity of 
the educators who will be profiled in each program will be determined in 
collaboration with a Board of Advisors staffed by a highly diverse group of 
experts on education, media, economics, business, politics and religion.  Dr. 
Deborah Stipek, Dean of the Stanford University School of Education and Dr. 
Roger Benjamin, Executive Director of Rand’s Council for Aid to Education have 
agreed to co-chair this Board. 
 
All major aspects of each issue will be explored, analyzed and challenged.  
Viewers will be given the tools to draw their own informed conclusions -- a  “right” 
answer will not be expressed or even suggested. 
 
Program 12. The 12th program will seek to tie together the themes and 
challenges explored in the preceding programs.  The goal will not be to supply 
answers.  Rather the goal will be to make sure both the questions and the factors 
that influence the answers are clear. 
  

The Role of Multiple Platforms  
 
Since our goal is to maximize exposure for and insight into the issues the series 
addresses, Which Way American Education? Will make use of every popular or 
influential vehicle – television broadcasts, videotapes, outreach, companion lay 
and professional publications and interactive web resources.  We believe that 
this multi-platform approach is a core strength of Which Way American 
Education?.  And, as is discussed above, our team is uniquely qualified to 
develop, produce and distribute such a multi-platform project. 
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Our Goals  
 
The mission of this project is to educate its audience about complex issues 
facing American education and how, if at all, these issues can be addressed. To 
this end, each television program will seek to accomplish several important 
goals: 
 

• Inspiring and Informing 
 
• Exploring 

 
• Investigating 

 
• Provoking 

 
 

 
Inspiring and Informing .  We know, regardless of how meaningful the content 
is, the presentation must be engaging to be successful.  Which Way American 
Education? will strive to strike a balance between substance and accessibility to 
a broad audience. 
 
Exploring .  The topics addressed by Which Way American Education? are 
complex, multi-faceted and challenging.  In order to do justice to these topics, 
Which Way American Education? will give a voice to all principal constituencies 
and even-handedly look at all aspects of each issue. 
 
Investigating .  It is not meaningful, let alone interesting, to repeat platitudes 
about important issues.  For that reason, and in the best tradition of PBS, Which 
Way American Education? will strive to break new ground in the understanding of 
the issues it addresses. 
 
Provoking .  We believe that greater understanding and wider and more robust 
debate about important issues necessarily creates better solutions that can be 
adopted more quickly and effectively.  Our goal is not to please everyone – it is to 
get people thinking and talking. 
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The Next Step For Which Way American Education? 
 
Which Way American Education? will require a multi-million dollar budget, much 
of which is expected to be granted by institutional donors and foundations.  
Obviously, however, to give meaningful consideration to a project of this scale, 
institutional donors and foundations will require very detailed proposals.  Such 
proposals will include extensive research; product and design timelines; budgets: 
sample scripts; web mock-ups; Board of Advisor recruitment letters; and letters of 
endorsement from educators, public figures and our chosen PBS fiscal agent and 
presenting station. 
 
Which Way American Education? is presently seeking first stage funds to: 
 

• Prepare Content R&D report and Production Outline 
 
• Study ways for the series’ content to be used in teacher training and 

retention efforts and in support of school administrators, in colleges of 
education and in school districts 

 
• Develop a plan to work with “lead partners” throughout the country to 

evaluate the impact of the series in education circles and in other 
constituent groups 

 
Conclusion  

 
At a time when our educational systems are under extensive scrutiny and re-
evaluation, Which Way American Education? will establish an on-going national 
forum for parents, teachers, administrators, students, government leaders and 
academics to analyze, critique and improve the way our nation’s children learn 
and develop. 
 


