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February 22, 2006

Erskine Bowles, President

University of North Carolina

910 Raleigh Road

P.O. Box 2688

Chapel Hill, NC 27515-2688

Dear Mr. Bowles:


You’re off to a great start!  I particularly want to commend you for tackling the serious problem of the quantity and quality of school teachers and to make a constructive suggestion.  


First a word of background.  For twenty-five years I handled educational grantmaking at both the school and higher education levels at Carnegie Corporation of New York.  I was deeply involved with just about every reform agenda that came along, from Clark Kerr’s Carnegie Commission on Higher Education to Jim Hunt’s National Board for Professional Teaching Standards.  Jim and Bill Friday have been friends for many years.


Much of my work focused on the relationship of education to the economy, in particular math and science education and the shortage of qualified teachers.  The current crisis is not new.  Every proposal now talked about has been tried before:  reform of teacher education, alternative routes to teaching, standards, accountability, charter and magnet schools, new curricula, different forms of school organization, special programs for minorities, in-service workshops for science teachers (NSF poured millions into summer workshops), closer ties between universities and schools, countless commissions and task forces.  I know because I funded much of this!


The problem:  nothing has changed the system.  Lots of good projects but nothing sustainable.  The current teacher shortage is the worst in history.  But there is no shortage because states keep lowering standards to fill the classrooms.  All at the very time we want higher student achievement.  Lowering requirements to bring out-of-state teachers to North Carolina is typical.  Jim Hunt’s National Commission in 1996 set 2006 as the year when every student in America would have qualified teachers in the classroom.  His agenda to reach that goal sounded good but has not succeeded.  We are worse off in 2006 than in 1996.  Quality and quantity are going down.  


What to do?  The old agendas are not sufficient.  We need really fresh thinking.  My proposal:  Take the best teachers in the state, put them together with the best curricula, and through distance learning (TV, computers) provide excellence and equity to every classroom in North Carolina.  Much of it will be interactive.  Traditional classroom teachers become tutors, facilitators, coaches, and gain in-service training themselves.  Start with math and science at the high school level and gradually move down the grades into other subject areas.  


Will it work?  Bits and pieces are already in place but not as the mainstream delivery system.  Much of the training in industry and the military is done through technology.  One third more learning in one third less time at one third less cost is the mantra.  It’s time that the use of technology for productivity gains in the rest of the economy is applied to labor-intensive education where costs keep escalating faster than the inflation rate.  So it’s a productivity as well as an education issue.  


What about money?  It would be a lot cheaper than the President’s proposal and, in my view, much more successful.  Newton Minow’s book A Digital Gift to the Nation  puts forward an interesting idea:  Take money from the auction of the electro-magnetic spectrum (a huge amount) and turn it back to schools and universities for the educational use of the airwaves.  


What I’m proposing is clearly a political minefield.  The educational establishment would fight it.  Real leadership like that which you could provide would be necessary.  The university schools of education would have to change their missions to bring technology to the forefront of the delivery system rather than as just an add-on tool for classroom teachers.


I would love to see North Carolina take the lead in this kind of dramatic leap into the future.  Sooner or later the advance of technology will clearly make obsolete current educational practice.  It will happen in the schools and is already beginning to happen in higher education.  Within fifty years I think residential colleges and universities will be gone.


By the way, I have tried this out on our friend Jim Hunt, who said, “…provocative.  You may be right.  I want to think on it.”  










Sincerely yours,










E. Alden Dunham

