Chris Whittle is one of America’s more controversial entrepreneurs, starting with the founding of Channel One, which brought television (and advertising) into schools. Since 1991, he started Edison Schools, a for-profit manager of public schools. He sees an education century ahead.

Diamond: Why did you start Edison Schools?

Whittle.  I began primarily with the desire to invent a new type of school. In many respects I’m a product designer at heart. And when I began this 15 years ago I was looking at schools -- they’re largely unchanged going back for centuries. If you look at the fundamental way we’ve done this, it’s the same technology, again and again and again in country after country. 

Diamond: But you wouldn’t walk into an Edison School and say, ‘I’ve entered a different world.’

Whittle. You’re absolutely right.  I often describe the schools we design as the best of the old world. And in one respect that’s a failure of ours.  Our design is relatively conventional, but very well put together and well executed. Most of our success has come from our kind of relentless execution of the design.  We are now working on the next iteration, called E2, that’s a much more revolutionary design than the one we currently have.

We hope to have it in beta tests, full-up in schools, by the fall of ’07.

Diamond. Are you starting over?

Whittle. We’re not starting over. We’re building on a lot of things we learned. We’re keeping a lot of what we did, but we’re adding a lot of things to the design that we just didn’t do at the beginning. 

To give you one example, technology remains largely disconnected from education.  I would say it has been an almost across-the-board failure. Computers are used in schools for e-mail, computers are used for students to learn about computers, computers are used for testing. But they are not used very effectively in actual instruction.  And the educational world has had great difficulty integrating the teacher and technology in some kind of seamless construct.

A big part of what we’re doing is going to be integrating technology more effectively.

Diamond. In your book Crash Course, you talked about student-driven learning, as well as the idea that students don’t need adult supervision 100 percent of the time. 

Whittle.  We nicknamed that around here independent learning.  A lot of these ideas depend upon and work upon each other.  Example: independent learning is highly related to ubiquitous technology, because if a student is able to on their own do research at the school using their own computer, they become much more independent.  Independent learning is something we see as a big part of (E2).  It has many advantages.  Not the least of which is that it actually teaches children to become independent. 

Diamond. There are American schools that are doing well. What do those schools have that our schools broadly lack now? 

Whittle. Let’s put it this way, there’s no question that we have schools that have high achievement. That doesn’t show you how well the school’s doing.  It only tells you that you have schools with high achievement. But you actually don’t know what the value-add of the school is. That’s why here, we don’t focus on absolutes, we focus on gains.  It’s all about gains. 

Diamond. Why are American universities including the public ones, so much better than most of our K-12 schools?

Whittle (long pause). First of all, I’m not sure we know that. That’s the conventional wisdom of the day. Right now they don’t have any accountability. What’s an A? That varies based on any given teacher. When an A is that subjective, what do you know?

Diamond. Looking at our failures in math and science, is that fixable?

Whittle. I’ve been described as genetically upbeat, so, yes. I think that’s one of the things that will probably get fixed fastest.  

Our fixing this because it’s socially injust I’ve given up on. 

People don’t seem to care.  But our fixing this because we may be facing an economic eclipse -- that might get our ass in gear. You can already see Washington mobilizing around the math and science issue. 

Diamond. Why are you such an optimist that our schools are ready to change?

Whittle. 15 years ago, this was a very lonely space. There wasn’t an education reform industry. There is today. There are now 40 competitors to Edison. In 1991 there were two of us.

So, one, you have an industry you didn’t have. Two, you have accountability on a level that you never had before. That’s a reason for optimism. Data pierces denial and a lot of this is denial.

The third is this is not a movement limited to the United States, there’s activity across the globe pushing this envelope.  One recent example that was rather stunning to me. The Blair government in Britain, issued a white paper on its educational positions, and there was a statement in the white paper that school districts should become commissioners of education, not providers of it.  That’s a revolutionary comment. What the Blair government is saying is that the government should be the funder but not necessarily the provider. 

Diamond. Are there other country’s education systems that you admire? 

Whittle. I do not profess to be an expert on other systems. I’ll tell you one I recently found very interesting, which was Dubai.  I can’t comment on its results, but I found the design quite intriguing.

Here’ s a statistic that will stun you: 80 percent of the children there are in private school. The reason is the public schools there serve only populations that are indigenous to the country, not expatriates. And 80 percent of the population is expatriates.  So there is a thriving free market of education the likes of which I’ve never seen anywhere. You literally can see four schools on one block at different price levels.

For anyone studying what markets might look like in education, Dubai is very much up the curve.

Diamond. If you were starting today, would you enter the market?

Whittle. Oh, yeah. I think this will wind up being an education century globally. If you study a chart of percentage of GDP allocated to different sectors, number one is healthcare and number two is education. So it’s a big world. And business is going to be in it in a very serious way. And I think what the Blair government said is telling us what the future is going to look like.  Governments are commissioners, not providers. 

