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Recently, I took my 7-year-old granddaughter 
shopping for spring clothes. We sent photos of the 
dresses she was considering to her mom. 

When we got home and hadn’t purchased the dress mom 
liked, she asked me, “Why?” “My granddaughter didn’t like 
it,” I explained. When her mom asked me how I knew she 
didn’t like it, I said, “She told me so.” 

In our work with school systems in Ohio and across the 
country, Battelle for Kids has been listening to educators 
about their challenges, frustrations and concerns for the 
future. Based on this feedback, I want to share five salient 
challenges and opportunities that school leaders should be 
focused on over the next few years. If someone asked me 
why we should be concerned about these issues, it’s because 
“they told us so.” 

Attracting and retaining high-quality educators 
Our ability to recruit, develop and retain educator talent 
has never been more critical. However, reports suggest that 
fewer young people are pursuing a career in education, and 
many school districts in Ohio and across the country are 
struggling to find and keep high-quality teachers. 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, enrollment 
in teacher preparation programs decreased by more than 
30% between the 2008–09 and 2012–13 school years. Data 
from the department also revealed that over a six-year 
period in the early 2000s, the dropout rate for new teachers 
in Philadelphia was higher than the student dropout rate. 

This finding comes as many policies over the past decade have 
focused on “firing ourselves into excellence.” Clearly, that 
approach has not been very successful, and we have managed 
to almost single-handedly kill our seed corn of highly capable 
young people who once saw teaching as a higher calling. 
They now, too often, see it as a low-paying job with limited 
prestige, intended only to raise students’ test scores. 

The changing talent market requires that districts develop a 

new kind of human capital management system — one that 
is data-driven, strategic and proactive — to ensure teachers 
are valued and supported, and that education remains a career 
path that talented professionals believe is worth pursuing. I 
could make the same arguments for the importance of 
attracting and retaining principals and superintendents.

Personalizing education 
A cynical person might suggest that eHarmony does a 
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An instructor helps a student with reading in the Putnam 
County ESC migrant education program. Personalizing 

education and improving equity and equality in the schools are 
key to preparing students to succeed in a wide range of careers.
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Early College High School students conduct an experiment 
at Lorain County Community College. The program, open to 

Elyria City and Lorain City students, is designed to give young 
people underrepresented in higher education a leg up on college.

much better job of connecting disparate adults than we 
do of trying to match teacher and student interests and 
learning styles. Why is it that I can go to an athletics store 
and have shoes custom-made according to my orthotics and 
in the color I like, but we haven’t figured out exactly how to 
do that with student interests and needs? 

Students have different learning styles, strengths and goals 
that cannot possibly be addressed by a one-size-fits-all 
approach. Herein lies one of our greatest opportunities. 
With the advent of technology, we have the ability to 
personalize education in a way that engages, motivates 
and ensures every student is equipped with the knowledge, 
skills, dispositions and overall well-being necessary for 
future success. 

Harvard professor Dr. Tony Wagner argues that 
knowledge is now a commodity. What really distinguishes 
one person from another is their ability to use it. I agree.

I’ve taken to using Uber when I visit other cities, and I 
find the ride-sharing app quite remarkable. In fact, I’ve 
thought how Uber has become one of the most valuable 
transportation companies in the world, and it doesn’t own 
a vehicle. Similarly, Amazon is the world’s largest retailer 
and, to my knowledge, owns just one small store.

Airbnb is arguably the largest, most valuable lodging 
company, and it doesn’t own a hotel. And Quicken Loans, 
one of the world’s largest mortgage lenders, doesn’t own 
a bank. It’s not a stretch to believe that sometime in the 
future an entity could be the largest provider of educational 
services — directly or indirectly to students — and won’t 
own a school. 

Part of the challenge with personalized learning is getting 
started. We describe it as everything. It’s like when I 
bought a new car recently, and the salesman spent 40 
minutes showing me all the things the technology would 
do. I just needed my phone connected to start. 

Engaging stakeholders to develop accountability and 
improvement systems 
Late last year, Congress passed the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA). This comprehensive rewrite of the five-decade 
old Elementary and Secondary Education Act gives states 
greater flexibility to shape policies around accountability, 
school turnarounds, standards, teacher evaluations and more. 
The bill takes effect in the 2017–18 school year, but Ohio 
and other states have already begun engaging stakeholders in 
conversations and planning around the new law.

As we transition from the No Child Left Behind Act to 
a new era of local innovation under ESSA, it represents 
an opportunity for states to rethink their accountability 
systems. When I was a young teacher, there certainly wasn’t 
the accountability system we currently have in Ohio. Was 
there still accountability? Absolutely. In fact, I would argue 
it was a greater accountability. It was real ownership in the 
academic, social and emotional growth of students. 

We have made education almost exclusively about 
academics these days. Yet, we all know that noncognitive 
factors such as grit, determination, resilience and 
perseverance all matter a great deal to our students’ future 
success, and they can be taught. Hope is not some trait that 
kids have at birth. It is infused in kids by how we treat them. 
And the evidence is clear that hope is a better predictor of 
student success than any standardized test score.

Improving equity and equality 
In a keynote speech at this year’s Educators Connect for 
Success Conference, Shanna Peeples, the 2015 National 
Teacher of the Year, shared the best metaphor for 
understanding the difference between equity and equality I 
have ever heard. 

“Imagine that we are unloading a truck full of shoes to give 
to a group of children,” Peeples said. “If each child gets a 
pair of shoes, we have equality. But making sure that each 
child gets a pair of shoes that fits, that is equity.” 

We have a long way to go in both areas, and we have often 

We need to help young people be 
intentional and thoughtful about 
pathways they might pursue that 
lead to a job. 
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confused their differences. 

I frequently say that at the little high school I attended 
teachers taught the best and hoped for the rest. Then, when 
Ohio built vocational schools in the 1970s, we taught the best 
and transported the rest. 

The truth is, we never gave equal respect to those students who 
were pursuing anything other than a four-year college degree. 
Now, we’ve arrived at an intersection in this country where 
we must teach the rest as if they were the best. The challenge 
and opportunity for educators moving forward is connecting 
student’s passions, interests and skills — along with all the 
other important things we teach them — to pathways through 
which they can be productive and satisfied. 

Ensuring all roads lead to a job 
I like to think of our educational journey as a freeway that 
begins at age 3 and keeps going the rest of our lives. There 
are a number of on and off ramps, but each one of these paths 
connects us to something viable and important. 

As industries evolve with technology, the environment or other 
cultural shifts, people have had to get off the highway, be 
retrained and then get back on the road to a connecting 
industry. We need to help young people be intentional and 

thoughtful about pathways they might pursue that lead to a job.

It would be disingenuous to encourage students to go down a 
path that will eventually lead to a mountain of debt and no 
viable career options to show for it. Does that mean schools are 
simply job shops? Of course not. But failure to recognize that 
eventually all students need to be productive is just as silly. We 
need to give kids pathways that will prepare them to succeed in a 
wide range of occupations, not just one job. And we, as a society, 
need to respect those choices — because we need them all. 

By working together to address these challenges, states and 
local districts have an opportunity to elevate the teaching 
profession, increase educational equity and opportunity for 
all students and contribute to a growing economy. Or, as a 
professor I had once said, “Don’t tell me what you believe. 
Show me what you do, and I’ll tell you what you believe.” 

What we do with respect to these issues will mark what we 
really believe about the future of students. n

About the author: Dr. Jim Mahoney is the executive director 
of Battelle for Kids, a national, not-for-profit organization in 
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Learn more at bfk.org. 

The new Butler Tech Bioscience Center vividly illustrates how students are no longer looking to the front of the classroom waiting 
for a teacher to spoon-feed them knowledge from a hardbound textbook.


