INTRODUCTION:

THE YEAR OF THE
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Within the next decade, almost 50 million children will pass through the doors
of America's elementary schools.! This yéar alone, in 80,000 elementary schools
across the United States, 31 million boys and girls will be taught by 1.45 million
teachers.? By the middle of the 1990's, enrollments will nearly equal those of the
“baby boom” years following World War II.

Elementary education is an enterprise of vast proportions in this nation; and
for each child it is an experience of unsurpassed importance. After the family, elemen-
tary school is the most influential institution in children’s lives: helping to shape
first and lasting views of themselves, molding aspirations and skills, introducing
them to their country, their culture, to the universe itself.

Yet since 1953, no major national report has examined the condition of elemen-
tary education.? The “excellence movement™ of recent years has looked closely at
our high schools and, to a lesser extent, our colleges. But it has not yet paid sus-
tained attention to the condition of elementary education. The time has come to do
so—not because elementary schools are in deep trouble, but because they are so
deeply important.

Afier studying eclementary schools, visiting them, discussing them, and consulting
with some of the country’s leading educators, I conclude that American elementary
education is not menaced by a “rising tide of mediocrity.” It is, overall, in pretty
good shape. By some measures, elementary schools are doing better now than they
have in years. Yet elementary education in the United States could be better still.
Indeed, it will need to be better in the years ahead because we depend so much on
it, because not all schools are yet as good as they ought to be —and because it is
not in our nature as a society to settle for less than excellence for all.

In the remainder of this report I go into some detail about the condition and
direction of elementary education in America. Let me here set forth certain general
observations and recommendations:

1) The principal goals of elementary education are to build for every child a






