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Welcome from Jeb Bush 

He thanks everyone for coming. 

My personal belief is there is no one single thing that needs to get done. That you need to 
have abundant school choice to empower parents to be a critical part of this. That you 
have to have higher expectations. That you have to have honest assessments of where 
students are. That there has to be a consequence that's different between abject failure, 
mediocrity, improvement, and excellence, and that you align everybody's interest toward 
rising student achievement. That you embrace technology in a way that helps transform 
education. That all of those things together really matter. 

I'm going to talk about two of the more arcane parts of this which I consider to be where 
the reform movement is most vulnerable, which is the transition to higher expectations, 
higher standards, and how we assess where students are. 

Because if you do all those other things and you don’t have expectations that are lofty 
and high and benchmarked to the world, the simple fact is that you can say that our 
children are doing well, but when they compete in the next generation with the Koreans 
and countries that have totally focused on education as an enduring cultural value, their 
dreams will be shattered. 

And it's important to recognize that Common Core standards, this movement of states, 45 
states, that have created an effort to try to be honest with where we are, is really 
important. But here’s the challenge: the challenge is that if we had Common Core 
standards today, a third of our children would achieve them. A third. That's going to be a 
difficult political challenge when governors and legislators start having this conversation 
around the country, and they're having to come to grips with the fact that in spite of the 
fact that we spend more per student than any country in the world, by a sizeable margin, 
we have results that are abysmal. 

It is shameful that that's the result, but that's the honest appraisal if we're honest and want 
to benchmark ourselves to the world. And so my hope is that all of us – because we're all 
here for different reasons as it relates to education reform – we all have a common bond 
that we want to see the next generation live lives of purpose, lives of meaning, lives that 
can allow them to live independent lives, to allow them to pursue their dreams. But it 
seems to me all of this has to work together for us to be successful. And I'm so thankful 
that many policy makers now in the trenches, fighting the fight, understand this. But there 
are some perils coming up that I think are important to look at. 

The good news is that in our federal system we have 50 states trying 50 wacky things 
through trial and error, which I think is the best way to try to solve problems rather than 



the kind of D.C. solution these days which is top down: really smart people telling us 
how to get in line and how to organize our lives. I like the more dynamic solutions, and 
our federal system is designed exactly for this. We do have laboratories of democracy 
that are prepared to make the changes. 

I'll give you an example of that. 

Tomorrow we're outlining, we're giving a blueprint for digital learning. We're creating 
kind of a road map if you will. There's going to be more than 70 criteria that will define 
how states are committed to embracing digital learning. 

One state, and I'll say who it is (but we're not going to grade the states quite yet because 
it's a work in progress), one state, Ohio, said grade us lower than Michigan so we can go 
back to Ohio and say we need to beat Michigan and get better. That's America, that’s 
exactly how it should be. I want people in Alabama to look at what's going on in Florida 
and think that they can do better, which is exactly what they're doing in digital learning. 

I believe it’s important to use the power of federalism to be able to achieve results. And 
one of those places where federalism has worked is the embrace of higher standards and 
higher expectations. 

During the last three years, states came together to develop Common Core standards in 
math and language arts. These are standards that define what kids need to learn to be 
prepared for college and/or college ready in the 21st century, not in the mid-20th century. 

Perhaps most importantly, they're benchmarked to the best in the world. Students across 
the globe, where there are higher aspirations for greatness for their countries, are learning 
tougher skills earlier in life. When President Obama last met with the president of South 
Korea last year, he asked him what his great education challenge is in Korea, and the 
president said his biggest education challenge is that parents are too demanding in Korea. 
Parents want their children to start learning English in the first grade rather than the 
second. 

Man, if we're going to be competitive with these emerging nations that have this at the 
core of who they are, it seems to me that we'd better benchmark ourselves to those 
standards that they're applying, that have created, for example, in the case of Korea, the 
poorest country in the world 50 years ago, 55 years ago, to now a First World country 
with aspirations of continued greatness. 

Let me use Massachusetts as an example, because based on the NAEP scores 
Massachusetts students rank number one and they already have relatively high standards. 
When you compare Massachusetts to Hong Kong, which in the PISA test that just came 
out this year was put into the equation and they were ranked second in math. If you 
compare them, in fact it has been done, a study of third grade math tests, Massachusetts 
versus Hong Kong, researchers found that the best in our country didn’t come close to 
matching the best in the world. Eighty-seven percent of the questions on the Hong Kong 



test required a higher level of thinking compared to 6 percent of the questions on the 
Massachusetts test. Now if Massachusetts doesn’t measure up, imagine where the rest of 
us are in the rest of the states where we have significantly lower standards. 

What’s true of the test is also true of the textbooks. What ends up in textbooks is 
determined by our academic standards. To be blunt, all of us need to concede that we 
need significantly higher and more rigorous academic standards. 

Strengthening our standards isn't the only thing that we could learn from high-performing 
countries in Asia and around the world. One of the secrets to their success is they focus 
on far fewer standards and they do them very very well. They concentrate their resources 
and efforts on core concepts that provide the greatest contribution to long-term success of 
students. 

Sal Khan will come today to talk about his concepts of math. And what he will tell you is 
that math is a system of building blocks; if you don’t get the basic foundation right it's 
very hard to learn. If you don't get fractions right, for example, you're not going to be 
able to be successful in algebra. And so focusing on the fewer things that are deeper and 
getting them right seems to me to be an essential element of this new effort. 

So, the rest of the world that is focused on higher aspirations take the less-is-more 
approach. The United States has a bigger-is-better approach it seems to me, on standards. 
And so we end up diluting them to the point where teachers are asked to teach so many 
different standards they hardly ever get through them in any given year. Our curriculum 
is a mile wide and an inch deep. We cover lots of topics but very little depth and the net 
result is, at best, our students are jacks-of-all-trades and masters of none. 

Seems to me what sets Common Core apart from the best state standards is that they don't 
do that. Let’s look at how we teach math. The research tells us that mastering fractions, 
as I said, in fourth grade is crucial for success in algebra later on. High-performing 
countries focus on fractions in depth. 

Now, I told you this was a little arcane and a little boring, but you're going to have to eat 
your broccoli here this morning to get through this. 

Fractions are a smaller part of a more expansive curriculum. Instead of the focus on 
teaching our students to estimate or round numbers, which is what we do today, in these 
high-achieving countries there's a total focus on getting the thing that's most essential 
right for long-term learning. 

Hong Kong, for example, does not even have in its curriculum estimating and rounding 
out numbers. Because our assessments have to cover so many more topics, less than 10 
percent of the tests focus on fractions and, as a result, we really don't even know, even if 
a student passes the test, we have no clue as a leading indicator or whether or not they'll 
be successful in the more important pursuit of learning, which would be algebra. 



If you believe the researchers, a kid who hasn't mastered fractions will have a heck of a 
time learning math going forward, and we shouldn't be surprised then by eighth grade 
that kids are bored to death with math and they start learning other things that are less 
relevant for them to be successful in life. 

Common Core state standards focus on factions, and the new assessments will be aligned 
to the new standards. There will have to be enough questions to measure whether the 
student has really mastered the material required to be successful down the road. Our 
tests will look more like those in Hong Kong, with more rigorous questions about what's 
really most important and far less time spent on less important ones. 

Common Core takes the same approach with language arts. The standards focus on 
what's most important to prepare students for the demands of college and career. Today, 
the most popular forms of writing in high school are based on student experiences and 
opinions. You go into schools and there's a lot of emoting in public schools for some 
reason today. Maybe they're trying to mirror adult life, where we all are so sensitive 
about our feelings. 

Larry Summers said something – he's kind of a politically incorrect guy occasionally – he 
said something I thought was interesting; he said we need to stop telling kids they need to 
have self-esteem to achieve and start telling them they need to achieve to get self-esteem. 
(Applause) 

So, how does this relate to standards? Because it's embedded in how we organize 
education life in America today. In New Jersey's annual assessment in elementary school, 
we ask students to write a composition describing what they enjoy doing, explain why 
that activity is special to you. In the Massachusetts assessment in middle school we ask 
students to describe your perfect day and explain why it would be perfect for you. 

On the 12th grade National Assessment for Educational Progress, we ask soon-to-be 
graduates to write an essay in which you define heroism and argue who you think our 
heroes really are today: mass media celebrities, ordinary people, or maybe both. 

Can you imagine using this type of question to prepare a student for a job interview? 

It doesn't take long in the workplace before you realize your boss really doesn’t care how 
much you can emote or how you feel or what you think. Your boss really cares about 
how you can clearly convey complex information, draw conclusions, and make 
recommendations based on a set of facts, not feelings. 

So Common Core standards will shift the focus from developing an opinion based on 
feelings to developing an opinion based on an objective analysis of evidence. 

Students will learn to read and write in a way that will support their success throughout 
life. For example, students might be asked to compare excerpts from two research 
sources to determine where the evidence adds up and where it doesn't. Or students might 



be required to identify the principles on which our country was founded by analyzing the 
preamble to the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. 

Which grad would you hire: one who could express their feelings or one who could 
articulate in writing their analytical thinking on any given subject? 

Common Core standards make learning more viable, more meaningful, and more relevant 
to what we expect of the next generation to be successful in life. How will we know if 
students are prepared for college and careers? We will assess their knowledge and skills 
using tests. Yes, I’m afraid this is your eat-your-broccoli moment. Yes, the only way to 
know if students are learning is to test. And that's a real problem for a lot of people out 
there because that really does shatter self-esteem when you actually have to measure 
where students are. But it is an important element for reform. If we're going to have 
rising student achievement on a continual basis, and we're going to have sustainable 
reform, we have to have accurate measures of where students stand. 

It's hard to believe that after a decade of debate on the merits of annual assessments, 
we’re still here listening to the same arguments. We test kids too much. We're teaching to 
the test. It's unfair to hold all kids to the same standards. It hurts kids' self-esteem when 
they don't do well on a test. 

Well, here’s the reality: testing is part of life. And it is a fundamental way to prepare kids 
to succeed. If you don't measure, at the end of the day you just don't care. 

And I know that everybody in this room is totally committed to the next generation of 
citizens in your states, and you're going to express that concern by having intellectually 
honest assessments that will work for the system. 

This is a subject that just gets me so frustrated and angry because it is the vulnerability of 
the reform movement and yet it is so important and we can do it so much better to make 
it easier for teachers to be able to challenge the learning basis and to make sure that they 
customize the learning experience for their students. 

Let me give you another example of why it is important. The St. Petersburg Times 
reported last year that the results of two Advanced Placement classes in the same school 
district were doing fantastic –they thought. The teachers were doing great and the 
students were doing great until the test scores came out where in one class not a single 
kid passed the test and in the other class three-quarters of the kids passed the test, and it 
was a surprise. Well, the only way that we can do that across the board is to have accurate 
assessments. Requiring students to pass an end-of-course exam provides an objective 
measure of whether a student has really mastered the material. It also allows us to make 
apples-to-apples comparisons about the quality of education. 

Technology, as it is in many other elements of education reform, can be a solution to 
make tests better and easier for us. We can administer tests when students are ready to 
take them. Why do we force kids to wait until the test time, or 180 days sitting in a seat, 



after they've already mastered the work, to allow them to move on? It's because we were 
doing it that way 150 years ago. There's no other reason. And so accurate assessments 
will allow us to move forward in a more customized way where students can move on the 
to the next level of learning after they've mastered the first. 

Real-time results allow teachers to improve instruction by focusing only on the areas 
where a student needs help. A quick turnaround of test results will strengthen 
accountability by closing the length of time between when students take a test and when 
the results are used to reward success and reverse failure. 

So let me sum it up this way. Academic standards are the starting point to providing a 
quality education. Common Core defines what we need kids to learn to pursue their 
dreams, and assessments measure whether students are learning what they need to know 
to be successful. 

I think it is good for our nation for states to develop common expectations that are higher 
and loftier and aspirational, but we shouldn't dictate what happens between those two 
points. States should embrace the freedom to innovate and use every available resource to 
help kids learn. 

As I said earlier, we have 50 laboratories of innovation. If we consider each state in that 
vein then we’ll find the best solutions and we can share those best solutions amongst 
ourselves. 

I will close with a video that illustrates this point: we should hold all students to the same 
high expectations and rigorous academic standards, but we should let them determine 
their own path for achieving them. Like testing, choice is a fundamental part of every 
aspect of life except, sadly, in education. We ought to embrace the incredibly rich and 
robust choices that are available in education to insure each and every student's success. 

Thank you all very much for coming. I hope you have a blast here for the next day and a 
half. 

 
* The Foundation for Excellence in Education is scheduled to post videos from the summit in January 
2012. 


