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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here at the Library is simply to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution levitate and dance if possible. I’m delighted to be welcoming Wendy Kopp to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of Teach for America, of which she is the founder and leader. (applause) I’m also quite upset that she’s ten years younger than I am. 
These are tough times for schools, perhaps all times have been tough for schools. I’m tempted to say about schools what the philosopher Ivan Illich, who wrote an important book about education entitled Deschooling School had to say about the medical establishment having become a threat, a major threat to health. Mark Twain didn’t let schools get in the way. “I have,” Twain wrote, “never let my schooling interfere with my education.” Tonight Malcolm Gladwell will ask some tough questions, I hope. I don’t believe, as you know, in chumminess onstage. The title Wendy and the Teach for America team chose is “Teach for America” Revolution: A Catalyst for Education Reform? 
Before bringing Malcolm Gladwell and Wendy Kopp to the stage, let me tell you a little bit what is in store this spring LIVE from the New York Public Library. Next week on Friday February 18th, I urge you to come laugh and cry. Come hear Mark Salzman’s talk performance—he’s a stand-up comic writer. His talk is entitled An Atheist in Free Fall: A Partly Comic Performance. You will find out if an atheist can have a mystical experience, what kind of a person gets panic attacks when they meditate, and do dogs bark on purpose? This event is the last in a series of five events LIVE from the New York Public Library has hosted in conjunction with our extraordinary exhibition soon to close, Three Faiths: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. I urge you to go and see it. It closes I think on the 26th of February. 
Later this season we will present David Brooks; Elizabeth Gilbert; Chris Blackwell, the founder of Island Records; Howard Jacobson, this year’s winner of the Booker Prize; and, together with the PEN World Voices festival, Nobel Prize winner Wole Soyinka, who will deliver the Arthur Miller Lecture, preceded by a conversation that I will hold with the literary critic giant Harold Bloom. Do also come hear Ralph Nader talk to Ted Turner and others about philanthropy and giving back the billions they have made, and Atul Gawande will talk about death. There’s a lot to look forward to this spring LIVE from the New York Public Library. Do become a Friend of the Library, for just forty dollars a year you will get major discounts on all these wonderful events we do and everything the library has to offer. Join the LIVE e-mail list and you will hear of upcoming events as well. 
I would like to thank Steven Farr, the Chief Knowledge Officer, a title I covet, (laughter) for Teach for America, for all his help. (applause) Chief Knowledge Officer, I keep rereading this. I met him a little while ago, and I said, “You’re the Chief Intelligence Officer.” I would also like to recognize all the teachers and parents from P.S. 58 in Carroll Gardens in Brooklyn, which my two young sons attend, as well as the principal, Giselle Gault, for coming out tonight. Thank you very much. (applause) And thank you to 192 Books for making Wendy Kopp’s book available to us, A Chance to Make History, which Wendy will sign after the conversation. 
I have asked Sam Swope, a colleague and friend here at the New York Public Library to introduce the evening’s theme with some reflections on education. Sam is the Dean of the Cullman Center Institute for Teachers, which offers seminars in history, literature, and creative writing at the Cullman Center for Writers and Scholars to high school and middle school teachers throughout the metropolitan area. He’s the author of several books for children, notably The Araboolies of Liberty Street, which I’ve read a few times to our boys, which he turned—I didn’t know that—into a musical that had its premiere in Washington D.C. about three years ago and continues to be performed all over the country. He’s the author of I Am a Pencil: A Teacher, His Kids, and Their World of Stories comes from three years Sam spent teaching writing to kids at a public school in Queens. He was not part of Teach for America, this needs to be clear, but was eager to introduce this evening when I asked him to. Sam started with his pupils when they were in third grade, twenty-eight kids from twenty-one countries, and stayed with them as they moved up to fifth grade, getting them to tell their stories, write about their experiences, and travel around the city. He’s passionately committed to teachers and students. Please welcome Sam Swope.

(applause)
SAM SWOPE: Thank you, Paul. I’ve been asked to say a word about teachers and I guess because I’ve worked with hundreds of them over the years, either as a writer in the schools or as Dean of the Cullman Center Institute for Teachers here in this library, and a lot of the teachers I’ve worked with have been from Teach for America, and I have to say, thank God for Wendy Kopp. Every teacher I’ve met from Teach for America is something special.

But great teachers can come from anywhere, and I met my first great teacher in fourth grade. Miss Wolff was so wonderful that I stayed after school one day to ask her if she would wait for me to grow up so I could marry her. (laughter) She refused. That night I cried myself to sleep, but in fact I had quite a few great teachers in the public schools I attended. In those days America had a lot of good teachers because smart women didn’t have that many other job opportunities. And because the pay was meager, the United States got a good educational system on the cheap, but as other opportunities opened up for women, many of them chose better paying careers and our teaching force suffered. By the time Teach for America was launched in 1990, teaching wasn’t a profession that many of the best and brightest considered. And I don’t think there’s any question, I don’t think anyone can argue with the fact that Teach for America changed that. TFA has made teaching not only respectable again but cool. It’s given young, idealistic people a chance to do something noble. 
But I want to tell you about a teacher who wasn’t from Teach for America, but she’s one of the best teachers that I’ve known anywhere. I call her Mrs. Duncan, and she’s in the book that Paul mentioned. She taught third grade in Queens, and I met her in the mid-nineties. I worked with her for a year giving creative writing lessons to her class, those twenty-eight kids from twenty-one countries speaking eleven languages. Most of them were poor. All of them adored Mrs. Duncan. She worked hard. She ran a tight ship. The kids hung their coats in orderly fashion, lined up for lunch according to height, knew when it was their turn to wash the board of sweep the floor. She gave homework every night, and expected the children to be in school each day on time prepared to give their very best. 
When the children behaved well, she smiled and gave them stickers. When they were out of line, she’d summon them to the hallway and lecture them on the importance of doing their duty or living up to their responsibilities or treating their classmates decently. “Sometimes I feel like such a nag,” she said. But she got results. The kids did well on the tests, and parents begged her to transfer to the next grade and teach their children again. But as far as the children were concerned, the best thing about Mrs. Duncan was that she was so much fun. When I asked her how she learned to teach, she didn’t—she said that her teacher education courses weren’t much help. The main thing for her was that other good teachers had taken her in hand when she was starting out. Having a great teacher is incredibly important in learning to teach and can make all the difference, and for some reason people don’t realize that—administrators and principals often don’t realize that their teachers are their greatest resource, and I know that in running my program at the Cullman Center one of the reasons it’s so popular and teachers want to come to it is I keep asking them, “how can we make it better?” They’re the best source of advice I have. 
Now I have to tell about another teacher, not as happy a story. When Mrs. Duncan’s children, whom I’ve grown to adore, love, went on to fourth grade, they fell into the clutches of the evil Mrs. Millburn. She was lazy, she didn’t like teaching, she didn’t like kids, she didn’t see their potential—she didn’t see their potential, unbelievable. Anyway, so as the children who had thrived the year before weren’t challenged, discipline suffered and half of them stopped doing their homework. There wasn’t much learning going on in Mrs. Millburn’s room and I loathed her for it. The principal agreed that Mrs. Millburn wasn’t a good teacher, but it wasn’t possible to fire her. Union rules made that too difficult, so the principal was stuck, and those kids were stuck, and that’s just the way it sometimes goes. 
A few years later when Joel Klein became chancellor and initiated his first wave of reforms, I was sympathetic. He knew he had some awful teachers out there who weren’t teaching the kids and so he gave them all a script. Teachers in underperforming schools had to follow a rigid curriculum. Exactly this many minutes for group reading, this many minutes for responses and so on. Mrs. Duncan actually thought the curriculum would help more students in the school read and write and pass the tests, but she also knew they’d end up hating school because the process was so boring, and because Mrs. Duncan herself was forced to use that curriculum, even though her students had always done well, the joy and creativity went out of her classroom, and she took early retirement. 
So there’s something wrong with the picture. And, from my perspective, this is one of the biggest challenges we face. Groups like Teach for America and the New York Teaching Fellows have recruited a lot of talented teachers into our classrooms. The problem is keeping them there. Teaching is tough. Most leave after three years, and one of the reasons teachers cite for leaving is that they don’t get enough support. And the support they do get is often not very helpful. Just mention professional development to teachers and their eyes roll back in their heads. They call it insulting, infantilizing, a waste of time. 
I’ve been to some of those sessions. The other day I was at one. I sat in on one—something about “scaffolding motivational lessons for students of history in differentiated modalities,” or something. I couldn’t make out what he was talking about—it was all, all, incomprehensible jargon, unbelievable. It didn’t look like anyone else was following him, either. So one simple step forward would be to outlaw jargon. It’s depressingly common in education circles. I can’t say this strongly enough. Language matters. We have to learn to speak clearly to our teachers if we expect our teachers to speak clearly to students. 
All right. More than once I’ve had a great teacher tell me that teaching isn’t rocket science, and this is also in Wendy’s book. It’s just a lot of hard work and common sense. The same is true of professional development, which is really just like helping teachers teach, which is the same as helping children learn. And all we do at the Cullman Center Institute for Teachers is offer interesting seminars led by knowledgeable academics and writers. So fifteen really smart teachers sit around a table and discuss Macbeth or Huckleberry Finn or jazz in the Harlem Renaissance. And the teachers get to be students again. They get to think, they get to talk about books with other adults who love books, instead of with students who don’t. One teacher told me, “This seminar reminded me why I went into teaching in the first place.” 
In the slog of school years, you forget why the mind needs to be reminded, passion needs to be fed. This seems obvious, but it isn’t obvious to all school administrators. Teachers frequently aren’t allowed to leave school to attend our seminars because an administrator isn’t convinced it will affect student outcomes. And if that’s the only goal, “measurable student outcomes,” we’re in some kind of trouble, because it’s hard to prove that an inspiring seminar in the company of other great teachers is going to raise a student’s test score. I suppose you could devise a long-term study to find out, but is it really worth the trouble? Aren’t some things just plain obvious? 
But the good news is that any Teach for America veteran understands this, and just as Wendy Kopp predicted, Teach for America teachers are moving into professions of influence, and one of the most moving things teachers often—about teachers to me is that they see themselves as the guardians of culture and they are. For some of their students, they’re the only ones who will open a door to history and literature and art and beauty. That passion, their passion needs to be nurtured. Teach for America, I think, last year had 46,000 applicants for 4,500 places, so that’s 41,000 people who didn’t become teachers. So I guess it’s time to get out the checkbooks and write Wendy a check so we can build up Teach for America and get more of these passionate teachers in the classroom. So if you bring them on, Wendy, we’ll take care of trying to keep them there. Thank you.
(applause) 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you, Sam. It’s now my pleasure to bring Wendy Kopp and Malcolm Gladwell. They will have a conversation of about sixty-three minutes, after which time I will select a few questions which you will have written out clearly and concisely, and they will answer in the same manner. Questions will be collected from the aisles in about fifty-two minutes from now. 
Both Wendy and Malcolm wish to be introduced briefly, which is wise. I gave Wendy twenty-nine words in which to do so. This is what she says: “Her Princeton senior thesis fueled a global movement to provide all children with an excellent education. She leads two organizations and is the mother of four and an author.” Malcolm gave me a choice of nine words or seven words. I remember that Arthur Rubenstein was once asked which symphony, which piano concerto, he preferred playing and he said, “I prefer everything,” so I’m sorry, Malcolm, but I will read both of your words, which amount to sixteen words. “Malcolm Gladwell sleeps, reads, writes, visits libraries, drinks coffee.” (laughter) And the second one is “Father said anything but journalism.” (laughter) That’s five words, and the last two words are, “I rebelled.” Please welcome them warmly.

(applause)
(“Conjunction Junction” plays)

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Thank you all for joining us for what I hope will be a fun hour. You know, Wendy, this was—I had intended this to be a lovefest, because you’re a great hero of mine, but then Paul said that I had to ask tough questions. So I wanted to make it clear that whenever I say something that’s supportive and warm, that’s me, and whenever I say something that’s critical, that’s me just channeling Paul, (laughter) just so we got that out of the way. I wanted to start by—you’re in a very unusual position. You’re going to have this big conference in Washington this coming weekend. Where there will be what, how many thousand—ten thousand people?

WENDY KOPP: Ten thousand people, yeah.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: You have this enormous following and you’re a kind of cult figure, and I was trying to figure out, is there any recent historical figure that you think you are analogous to? I mean, feel free to throw off the restraints of modesty.

WENDY KOPP: Just to be clear, though. The ten thousand people are coming together because they want to—I mean, because they’re drawn to the same vision as each other, and they want to spend a day thinking about and reflecting on the incredible progress we’ve made in the last twenty years against what is a true crisis in our country—this issue of educational inequity—and what more each of us has to do individually and collectively to solve the problem, so it’s not really—

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But you will be treated as a kind of rock star.
(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: You know what? The sad reality is—maybe we would all wish, but you know there will be my critics and my friends, and it will be fun, but, you know, it’s not all a lovefest.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: The closest analogy I could come up with was the Marine Corps—tough to get in and then they send you to really nasty places, right? (laughter) And I was wondering, you know how in the movies, there’s always that moment in those—that kind of movie—where one tough guy meets another tough guy and they’re staring each other down and they’re about to get in a fight and the one guy says, “Wait, were you in Nam?” and the guy goes, “Yeah, I was in Nam,” “wait, were you in the Marine Corps,” “Yeah, I was in the twenty-ninth infantry, something something,” and they go, “Semper Fi,” (laughter) and then I wondered is there an analogous moment when two Teach for America alums get together and they say, “Where’d you serve?” “South Bronx!” (laughter) And then they show each other their Teach for America tattoos. (laughter) But there is—I mean, I’m joking, but there is a kind of—you are creating a kind of movement. I mean, the Marine Corps alumni represents a kind of movement representing a certain attitude towards the world, you know—

WENDY KOPP: This is exactly the idea. I mean, this is the big idea. You know, and Teach for America really isn’t about—we are about, I mean, teachers are critical, but Teach for America is about building a movement among our country’s future leaders to say we’ve got to change the way our education system is fundamentally, and I think your article in the New Yorker about the formation of movements just captured the whole theory of change of Teach for America. I mean, this is about the foundational experience of teaching successfully in ways that—I mean, I think we’re creating a core of people who are absolutely determined to expand the opportunities facing kids in the most absolutely, you know, economically disadvantaged communities, you know, who are pouring themselves into their work and trying to put their kids on a different trajectory, and, you know, having varying levels of success and taking from that experience incredible lessons. You know, they realize through their firsthand experience the challenges their kids face, the potential they have. They realize that it’s ultimately possible to solve the problem, and that experience is not only important for their kids, but it’s completely transformational for them. And I think, of course, they’re all going through this together and, I think, leave with a common set of convictions and insights and just a common level of commitment to ultimately go out and effect the fundamental changes we need to see to really solve the problem.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: How many—so you’ve got how many alumni now?

WENDY KOPP: We have twenty thousand alums.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So you consider your alumni to be as important as your active teachers, if you’re thinking of it in movement terms. How many alumni do you need before you think you have a kind of critical mass?

WENDY KOPP: Well, you know, I guess you never know, you know, what will lead us to the tipping point.
(laughter)
MALCOLM GLADWELL: You just bought yourself a good five more nice softball questions with that.
(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: I think—I don’t know, you know. This is growing exponentially at this point. You know, a mere, you know, five years ago we had 8,800 alums, and today we have 20,000, and if we can continue the growth trajectory that we’re on, we’ll have more than 40,000 by a mere five years from now. And I guess I look at what’s happening in some communities where we have a critical mass of Teach for America alums. I mean, communities where we’ve been placing people for in some cases twenty years—in New Orleans, in Washington, D.C., in Oakland, California, in Houston, Texas, in any number of other places, in Newark, New Jersey, where very different things are happening today. For many reasons, but if you took all the Teach for America alums out of the picture, you’d take away a lot of the energy and the leadership in those pictures.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Does the Teach for America movement have an ideological personality?

WENDY KOPP: I think that people come out of this—and you know, we probably have a bunch of—you know, we have a diverse community and people come into it viewing the issue that we’re taking on in different ways and from different sides of the political spectrum. I think people come out of it sharing—largely sharing a few views. One, I think people come out of it knowing we can solve the problem—it’s not that the kids don’t have the potential and the parents don’t care. I mean, if you look at Gallup polls and I’d be interested in seeing another one, now that I think that the prevailing ideology is maybe starting to shift a bit. Bu, as of about three or four years ago, most people in our country thought that the reason we have low educational outcomes was because kids weren’t motivated in low-income communities and parents don’t care. Our corps members know for a fact that that’s not true. They see their kids working harder than any kids work, and they see that their parents do care when they’re, you know, brought into the process. So they come out of it thinking when the kids are met with high expectations, given extra supports, they do well, and they also come out of it realizing that there’s no silver bullet in this.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: We’re going to get to that. But I still want you to answer the question. 
WENDY KOPP: Yeah.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: I only ask it because whenever I see Teach for America spoken of it in a derogatory manner, it’s invariably by someone on the right, which confuses me because I would have thought, I would almost thought it was the other way around. Do you have a sense of this? Am I wrong in thinking this?

WENDY KOPP: I doubt it. I mean, you’re saying our folks are mostly from the left? We have a diverse group of people.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: What percentage of Teach for America alumni voted Republican in the last election?
(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: I don’t know, I can’t answer. It’s probably, it’s maybe not that high a percentage, but I’m not sure.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Quite apart from the comic value of that observation, isn’t that weird to you? Why would it have an ideological dimension? Why wouldn’t it be— Why wouldn’t you expect as many kids to be signing up for this who are die-hard right-wingers? It’s everything that’s consistent, surely, I mean, with all—

WENDY KOPP: What is the profile out there of graduating college seniors today in terms of their ideological perspectives? I mean, what is the profile? I mean, like what percentage of them vote Republican? I don’t know, and then it would be interesting to look. I don’t want to say. We get—Republican folks, too. I wonder what college students—what’s their—I mean, I’m not sure. I don’t know if we’re out of line with that or not. I’m sort of living maybe in a bubble, but you know. I think we’re drawing people. It would be interesting to look at that idea.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Let’s go back twenty years—this is your twentieth anniversary, so when you reflect on the differences between—let’s reflect on the differences between 1990 and now. When we were chatting earlier you mentioned how—which I thought was hilarious—how the movie Lean on Me could never have been made today. What was Lean on Me, by the way?

WENDY KOPP: That was one of the hit movies my senior year, so ’89 or so.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: What is it about Lean on Me that would be unmakeable today?

WENDY KOPP: I mean, we put that movie up—the school in Lean on Me up in lights, I mean, as a success story, you know, and the principal was kind of a superhero at some level, that was the point of the movie, and he really changed the culture of the school, but that school is still number 317 out of 326 in terms of educational outcomes in the state of New Jersey. Its kids are on a path to—I mean, we’re not giving the kids in that school real life options. And we couldn’t make that movie today. We certainly couldn’t hold that school up as a success, because today we know what’s possible. We know it’s possible to give kids who face all the challenges that are facing the kids who go to that school in Paterson, New Jersey, a school that actually sets them up to graduate from college. I mean, not just a few kids to beat the odds, but a whole building full of kids, you know, to actually get on the same trajectory as kids in much more privileged communities. Like, today we know that that’s possible—we have hundreds of schools that do that. And I just think it shows—I mean—

MALCOLM GLADWELL: That movie was about, was about simply someone who imposed order on a school, right? It was a movie about discipline, right?
WENDY KOPP: Yeah. But it was also holding up that school as a success story. And I just think we would never do that today. I mean, Hollywood would never hear the end of it. We’d say, “That’s not a success, this is a success.” So I just think it’s just an image that tells me how far we’ve come. 

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Yeah, the bar was low enough in 1990 that you could describe as a success a school where kids were not getting killed, is essentially what the—so in that sense, we’ve made progress, right?

(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: It’s huge and dramatic. Not to underestimate how significant this is. I mean, I don’t think—we didn’t know that it was possible to provide kids with a truly transformational education. Like, kids growing up in poverty, the assumption was and all the research backed up the fact that socioeconomic background determined educational outcomes. And we knew of a few kids who were beating the odds and a few charismatic teachers—another hit movie my senior year, Stand and Deliver—you know, who could do extraordinary things, but we viewed them as outliers, we didn’t. (laughter) Outliers! Oh my gosh.

(laughter)

MALCOLM GLADWELL: You just bought yourself—this is—go on, sorry, I just had a—

(laughter)

WENDY KOPP: But today we know, we don’t just have a few—first of all, I mean, I think it’s fascinating to think about, you know, not only Lean on Me but Stand and Deliver. And I have thought about the fact that, you know, why didn’t I go out and think, “Why don’t I find out exactly how Jaime Escalante did what he did so we could teach our Teach for America corps members to teach the same way?” It took us many years to figure out, you know, to spend a lot of time with our outliers, like our truly exceptional teachers who were putting kids on a different trajectory, to try to understand what were they doing differently, turned out the same things Jaime Escalante was doing differently. 
But the point is now we know. We know what teachers who teach in otherwise not very successful schools in low-income communities do to produce incredible results with their kids. So we know so much more at the classroom level, but, you know, at the school level, too, I think one thing you realize is it takes a total superhero to do that classroom by classroom, but it’s possible to create whole schools that foster good teaching and enable, you know, teachers to sustain that kind of work. And to think that we now have hundreds of those schools, I mean, it is dramatic progress. And the question is different. You know, it used to be can we, can education overcome poverty? And today we know that it can. The question is how can we do it at scale? How do we create whole systems full of transformational schools?

MALCOLM GLADWELL: You’re implying something really interesting, which is that you think that the task of providing a quality education can be decoupled from the broader kind of macro conditions of the society. In other words, twenty years ago we would have said, “Oh, if you’ve got poverty and dysfunction and pathology, then the educational task is impossible. What you’re saying is actually no.

WENDY KOPP: Right. I think what we’ve learned is that it’s not. We can—I mean, it’s—we should solve poverty, it’s just that while we try to do that, we don’t need to wait in the meantime. We can provide kids with the kind of education that breaks the cycle of poverty, and maybe we’ll realize that’s the answer to poverty, actually.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Yeah, it’s interesting, because this is exactly the same transformation that took place in our thinking about crime. Twenty-five years ago, if you’d asked people what would it take to bring down the crime rate in New York, they would have said, “Well, you’d have to solve poverty, drug abuse, discrimination.” We solved none of those problems, right? But the crime rate came down by 75 percent, which is both very good news and also kind of disturbing, you know, weird in one sense, disturbing in another sense, that is, said you can actually break off these pieces of the pathological puzzle and solve them without ever getting at the core problem. Do you ever think about that paradox?

WENDY KOPP: I just—I wonder—I guess I believe that education is different. I mean, how many people—I mean, I feel like I meet in my work every day people who—and honestly I meet them because some of them are joining Teach for America today, you know, people who were not on a path to graduating from high school, let alone college, who end up going to college and graduating from college and being able to choose what do they want to do? Do they want to teach? Do they want to go work for a big company? Do they want to go into law? And that’s how you break the cycle of poverty. 

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But let’s just for a moment dwell on this point, which is, I think, an important one, which is that for the longest time a central tenet in liberal ideology was that the reason we need to solve fundamental questions of social and economic injustice is that without doing that, problems like educational inequity and crime will be beyond our reach. The experience of the cause that you’ve been a part of and the experience of crime fighting over the last fifteen years has been that that ideology—that that fundamental tenet is totally false. So economic and social inequality in this country have soared in the last fifteen years, and simultaneously we have made extraordinary inroads against crime and the beginning of extraordinary inroads against education. What does that mean for the liberal ideology? Was it wrong? Should we throw it out? Is there no reason to solve the fundamental—

WENDY KOPP: I think we should evolve our ideology. But I would hate to conclude that there’s no reason to solve the fundamental challenges of poverty. I mean, one of the quickest ways to make the job of our—I mean, as we will discover as we get into this discussion, it is possible. It is an enormous amount of hard work, and we can make it easier by taking the pressure off of schools. And absolutely we should take on the fundamentals. Let’s go and improve our economies in urban and rural areas and improve social services and health services, and do all of that. It’s just that we don’t need to wait, and maybe we will discover that, you know, breaking the cycle of poverty for kids—some of them will come back and improve their own communities, you know, is one of the answers.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Let’s pretend that you were education czar, (laughter) and I gave you more powers than we normally give czars—I mean, we—very often we give people that title, “czar,” but in fact they’re not czars, they’re not real classic czars, (laughter), right? It’s just a word we use to pin on someone in Washington who’s got a large office. You know, Steve Ratner was the auto czar, and he wasn’t a czar, he didn’t have—but suppose you were a real czar and you got to start over. Can you describe your perfect educational system?
WENDY KOPP: I think we would first of all be very clear about the standards that we’re trying to reach. That we would start with a very clear understanding of “here’s what we think at any given level kids should be able to master.” And we’d have to develop great assessments so that we understand whether or not kids have mastered it, and then we would put an enormous amount into attracting, developing tremendous teachers, tremendous school leaders, educators in general, and then we would free them up to attain those results.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Would you have unions?

WENDY KOPP: I think if you had really well-managed school systems and schools you might not need them, right? Isn’t that what they have found in organizations and sectors where management does its job?

MALCOLM GLADWELL: I don’t know. Are you asking me?
(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: I thought maybe you’d bring a crime analogy in or something, a different sector.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So you wouldn’t have unions in a perfect world.

WENDY KOPP: You wouldn’t need them, because you’d have school principals and school district superintendents and everyone else who would know that their most valuable asset are their teachers and their people and they’d be making them happy and they’d be listened to, and et cetera.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: We sort of had an example of this—and you talk about this in your book—in New Orleans, right? New Orleans was kind of—after Katrina they sort of blow up the school system and start over. Can you talk about what happened there and what we learned from that example? I thought that was one of the most fascinating parts of the book.

WENDY KOPP: So Teach for America started placing teachers in New Orleans twenty years ago, and, you know, I’ve personally spent a lot of time walking around the New Orleans public schools, and you could call it a crime scene at some level pre–Hurricane Katrina. It was just—it was tragic what was happening to our kids. After the hurricane, you know, you may remember many of the kids were displaced to Houston, they were living in the Astrodome with their parents. Some of our folks ended up recruiting the kids and basically running a school for them in Houston. They did the diagnostics and discovered that the eighth graders were basically on a second-grade level, and that was pretty much what we knew to be the case in New Orleans. 

And, you know, so of course post–Hurricane Katrina, I mean, talk about a place where we can see the incredible burdens of poverty. But the storm, you know, basically created a window of opportunity for some people, who had been working for a long time to try to improve the schools without gaining much traction, to actually just blow up the system. You know, I think after the school board announced that they weren’t going to open schools for a year, they decided “no more,” and they basically created a new system where—

MALCOLM GLADWELL: You say “they.” Who do you mean in this instance?

WENDY KOPP: You know, well, when I’m saying, “they,” I’m thinking about a real advocate for change sort of from the business community named Leslie Jacobs, Paul Pastorek, who ended up being the school superintendent at the state level, and there was state legislative change, but essentially they created a system of charters. I mean, this is a slight oversimplification, but they created a world where they slowly shut down the schools that were still under the management of the central ed department, and anyone could apply to run a charter school. They created a very rigorous accountability system so that very few of those applications to run charter schools were approved, and if they didn’t work they would be shut down. 
But the people in that puzzle knew that it wasn’t as easy as that. They knew that, you know, charter laws don’t create transformational schools that put kids who are starting way behind and facing lots of different challenges on a different trajectory. In order to do that, we would need extraordinary leadership. And they went about finding it, you know, they went outside of New Orleans, and they looked inside of New Orleans, and, you know, they hugely scaled up Teach for America, they brought in the New Teacher Project to help recruit people from the local community to—

MALCOLM GLADWELL: How many Teach for America people did they bring in post-Katrina, do you remember?

WENDY KOPP: We scaled up to—you know, we have about six hundred people there now.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: From?

WENDY KOPP: From, we were placing about a 120, probably, total at any given time.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Is that as many as you have in any city?

WENDY KOPP: New Orleans is one of our biggest sites. Our corps members alone in their first and second years are reaching one out of every three students in New Orleans public schools right now.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Sorry, and you said they started looking for—when you say looking for leaders—are you talking about looking for principals? Looking for—?
WENDY KOPP: They did everything. They went about all the various people pipelines. So they scaled up Teach for America. They brought in a group that sets up local teacher-recruitment initiatives. So they went out and tried to recruit people who, you know, didn’t have teaching backgrounds, like the New York City Teaching Fellows, you know, in New Orleans—New Orleans, Teach New Orleans or whatever it’s called. And then they brought in new leaders to recruit nontraditional folks to become school principals, and they went out and they recruited the operators of many of the high-performing charter schools and said, “Come to New Orleans. Like, we’re going to create the model urban school district.” They set up a support organization for the purpose of recruiting people to run charter schools, making it easier to find buildings and do et cetera et cetera. And as I write about in A Chance to Make History, I spent two days in New Orleans last spring, and I was just—I was shocked by what I saw. I mean, I had heard what I was going to see, and had been talking to everyone, and assumed it would be great, but it was shocking given the comparison that I had from all the previous years.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: What do we know? What kind of statistical measures of improved performance do we have? How big is the jump?

WENDY KOPP: The jumps are completely dramatic. They’re making in some cases, depending on the grade levels, six and ten times the kind of improvement over one or two years than the other schools in the state of Louisiana are making. You know, I think about—so what was so shocking when I was there was that I didn’t go visit just one school that was making great things happen. I spent two days going from school to school to school and meeting these very entrepreneurial school leaders who were on a mission to put their kids on a trajectory to graduate from college, who were obsessing over the teams they were building, who—you know, you walk into these schools, and I just kept thinking, “I would send my kid to this school,” I mean, that was a shocking thought from a mere three or four years ago. 
One of these schools is run by a guy named Todd Purvis. When he recruited his fifth-graders, about 8 percent of the kids were proficient in reading, and 8 percent were proficient in math. Eight percent. Now his kids, last year, his seventh-graders, were three-quarters of a year above grade level. So he has his kids on a trajectory, you know, by the time they’re finished eighth grade, he wants them to be able to get into, you know, any good high school anywhere, in New Orleans or otherwise.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So Katrina is the best thing that ever happened to— (laughter) I don’t mean—that’s not a joke. I want to pursue this idea.

WENDY KOPP: You know what’s fascinating? I have this conversation all the time. People say, “You know what? This could never happen anywhere but New Orleans because of the hurricane,” and I think, “You know what? We had a crisis in New Orleans that was as bad before the hurricane.” We have a crisis in Detroit and in Philadelphia and in any number of places right now that should merit the kind of action that was taken when that school board decided not to open the schools, and we’re not acting. But we could.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But it really—I mean, you could make the case, let’s just say that given the single most important measure of a city’s health, long-term health, is its ability to properly educate its children, right? If New Orleans was utterly failing before and now has some signs of succeeding beyond other schools in the state of Louisiana, the city’s better off for having Hurricane Katrina?

WENDY KOPP: It’s sort of to your point before—you know, I’m not going to say that. It’s not. There are so many people who are in a worse condition because of the hurricane. It’s not quite, you know. It’s convenient to look at it as post–Hurricane Katrina, but here’s the thing—
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Wait. No, no, no, you can’t get away with saying that.

WENDY KOPP: Yes I can.
(laughter)
MALCOLM GLADWELL: You’re wrong, you’re contradicting.

WENDY KOPP: It might have happened without the hurricane. It might have. That was the interesting thing.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But you just said it’s not happening in Detroit and all these other places that didn’t have a hurricane.

WENDY KOPP: But it could, and you know what’s different? And here, I swear, this is the difference, and this is the whole point. Actually in New Orleans there was a group of leaders who were absolutely bound and determined to fix this problem for kids. They existed and were working before the hurricane. In fact, I remember when the hurricane happened, my first thought was, “Oh no.” Like, all the progress that these people had made which we thought was going to be revolutionary went down the drains because, of course, everyone was dealing with a huge natural disaster, but they revived and made dramatic change happen anyway. 
Who knows? I don’t know what would have happened before the hurricane. But what I think is interesting—in most communities, you know, in most communities, we would have had a hurricane, and we wouldn’t have taken advantage of it, of the circumstances of the day, to actually revolutionize the schools. We probably would not have thought, “You know what? Let’s actually create a system of charters,” and most certainly, because this is the problem and why we haven’t moved the needle against this issue in an aggregate sense, we wouldn’t have realized, “You know what? That’s not enough. Changing those laws is not going to do it. We better go out and find the leadership necessary and cultivate over time the leadership necessary to actually run transformational schools.”
MALCOLM GLADWELL: But the lesson of New Orleans is surely that one of the best strategies for turning this around is blowing it up. 

WENDY KOPP: You could take that. (laughter) That’s one strategy.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Why are you so reluctant to kind of—Why won’t you be a revolutionary—
WENDY KOPP: I’m thinking and making sure I agree with my comments.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Why can’t you be a little bit of a revolutionary here? (laughter) I mean, it distresses me sometimes that our revolutionaries have lost their revolutionary-ness.
(applause)
WENDY KOPP: You know what? I have not lost my revolutionary-ness.
(laughter)
MALCOLM GLADWELL: I wasn’t accusing you—I’m in Malcolm mode, not in Paul Holdengräber mode. 

WENDY KOPP: You know what concerns me is when honestly in order to create true, sustained, dramatic change we need—the reason I’m so careful is it isn’t about one simple thing, right? It’s about doing a lot of different things right. And I fear, I really believe, that a lot of the problem right now is we like to play the blame game and the silver bullet lurching and honestly when you say, “So, the answer is to blow up the system, right?” I have to think and think am I sure, because I think the solution—I guess I think it depends, but I think the real key in New Orleans actually wasn’t the hurricane. The real key was Leslie Jacobs, Paul Pastorek, and a whole generation of other people in New Orleans, most of whom—many of whom were Teach for America alums, who were deeply determined to address what they viewed as the single most unconscionable crisis in our country and who understood what you understand, especially after you’ve taught successfully in this context, which is there isn’t a silver bullet to this—you change a governance law, that’s not going to fix the problem for our kids.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So you had a nucleus in place poised to take advantage of an opportunity. The opportunity was Katrina, and that allowed an awful lot of change to happen in a very short period of time. 
WENDY KOPP: Yeah.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: I have no argument with that version. Do you have any argument with that version of events? Good. Now, that, but then that’s what we’re talking about. We have these nucleuses in place, or we could put them in place in lots of different cities, but it doesn’t change the fact that you could do an awful lot of good sometimes by blowing it up.

WENDY KOPP: You know what? If we had real leadership right now in a lot of other places determined to solve this problem, if we viewed it as the crisis that it is, and we had the right leadership in place, we would blow it up, to use your terminology, in lots of other contexts.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: I mean, I’m reminded. By the way, I’m going to come back and ask you about what you mean by “in other contexts,” because it’s intriguing, (laughter) blowing up in other contexts. We’re in a situation in a number of different areas in our society where objectively when we look at the institutional structures we have we realize that if we were starting from scratch, we would never, ever have anything even remotely resembling what we have now, right? Health care. Everyone in the health system would agree that if we were starting from scratch, we would build a system that bore zero resemblance (laughter) to what we have now, right? But somehow we sail along year after year after year tweaking it at the edges, even though, you know, if we had a Katrina that just systematically wiped out the culture of health care in this country and allowed us to start over again, we’d be better off.

WENDY KOPP: You know what? I mean, I think—Let me say one other thing in reaction to this, which is really the thought that occurs. I think what you were saying is absolutely basically what needs to happen, right? Like, we have a very systemic problem right now. Most people, I think, misunderstand what’s going on. Like, why do we have low outcomes—low educational outcomes in our lowest income communities? Why do you think? Teachers are pathetic? I mean, that’s probably what you’d think if you read all the headlines right now. Lots of people aren’t very committed to kids. 
You know what? The real reason we have this issue is we’ve got kids who face absolutely unimaginable challenges that kids in other communities don’t face. They show up at schools that don’t have the extra capacity to meet their extra needs, and it becomes one big vicious cycle, so, you know, we can blame the kids, the parents, the teachers, the school principals, we could blame anyone in the picture, but what we’ve seen over time is that we could also just change the picture. We could decide—I mean, so right now our public schools—

I grew up in Dallas, Texas, in a very privileged community and went to one of those public schools that’s always on the top ten list of public schools in America. That was not a transformational school, right? We all showed up at that school on a trajectory to graduate from college. We came out four years later on the same trajectory. We had perfectly hardworking, nice teachers. Some of them made a great impact, but it did not change our trajectories. If you took that school and put it in the Bronx, it would crash and burn. I think it might take a year, maybe it would take two years, but its results would be no better than most of our schools unless it completely changed the way it operated, and I think what we’ve discovered over the last twenty years is we can change the way we operate. We can embrace a completely different mandate for schools in low-income communities, and when we do, it actually works, so in that sense I think we completely do need to start over.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Yeah. One—I want to make one last point about New Orleans before we move on, and that is that in your book you talk about the amount of autonomy that is given these individual schools. That is to say, so long as they do their job, they get maximum freedom, and when they fall down they lose their freedom. Right? Just sort of—which, and I have—you know far more than me, but that struck me as being incredibly convincing as a kind of philosophy, but my first thought was, “Are we prepared for the kind of social and institutional anxiety that that kind of process creates?”

In other words, a system where you have that kind of, “as long as you perform, you’re on your own; when you don’t, we’re going to step in,” is a system with a lot of turmoil. It’s sort of messy—in a good way, it’s messy. Things go up and down. It means that some schools are going to do great and others, very visibly, are going to be crashing and burning. Do we need to prepare—if you’re going to institute that kind of culture, which I think is totally the way to go, do we also have to have a kind of conversation with parents and the public about what it means? The kind of—

WENDY KOPP: I think that parents want a great education for their kids. And I think what they’re doing in New Orleans is exposing parents to what is possible. And, I mean, truly, there are more and more schools in New Orleans that are actually—the parents are thrilled. Like, they see the potential. Like, they see, “this is going to change my kid’s trajectory,” and if you’re in a school not like that and your neighbor’s in a school like that, I think ultimately this is how to kind of, you know, I think create the context that will be conducive.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: I want to move on to your silver bullets and scapegoats. It is one of the most interesting parts of the book. It’s where you run down the list of the usual suspects and kind of go—and shrug a little bit. You’re not crazy about the argument that this is about funding, and you tell this wonderful story about—not wonderful, depressing story about the School of the Future in Philadelphia. Can you—

WENDY KOPP: Yeah, so there’s a very big corporation—maybe people remember this—about six, seven years ago, there was a lot of talk about this big technology company that was going to design the School of the Future and, you know, they spent 62 million dollars designing this school in Philadelphia. It’s a beautiful building. I remember meeting an executive at this company and asking him actually, do you think the people who designing this school have spent time in the then still small number but growing number of very high performing schools in low-income communities so they know what accounts for success? And I just remember sitting there thinking, “I can tell that they haven’t, so chances are not good.” I went to visit that school a year ago.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So briefly describe this—it is this big, gleaming . . . 
WENDY KOPP: It is a big beautiful facility. This school has managed to underperform the average Philadelphia public school. Some of their proficiency rates, depending on the subject, are in the single digits. Okay. This was a school that parents fought to get their kids in. Okay, I went and visited the only classroom that they will open to the public. There is one, it’s led by the teacher who’s been there since the beginning, and I stood in the back of the room, and I made sure I had my facts right, because I was in the process of writing this book, but I watched every single kid in that class engage in one of the following three activities. They all had laptops, that’s one of the key features of the school. They were either trying to fix the computer—taking the battery out, sticking it back in, IMing their friends, or surfing the Internet, while the teacher talked as loudly as he could at the front of the room to try to get them to listen to his lecture. 
And honestly it would have been—it might have been funny if you didn’t stop to realize that literally this school is shutting off these kids’ prospects. Like, they will have no prospects. And if you know anything about Philadelphia and the communities where these kids are living in, I mean this is, this is like life-threatening, and, honestly, it is right down the street, and I couldn’t have said this seven years ago, but today there is a growing number of schools in Philadelphia that are serving the exact same student population, three or four blocks away, and putting them on a trajectory to graduate from college at much the same pace as kids in more privileged communities. 
And you know what? They don’t have any technology. They might. Maybe they’ve gotten some whiteboards, but it’s definitely not the core of that school. The core of that school is a school leader who is absolutely determined to put, you know, the kids on a different trajectory, who’s obsessed with everything a great teacher is obsessed with, right? Building an incredible team. Like, they obsess over attracting and developing and teachers. They build this incredibly powerful culture where they get the kids, the parents, the teachers, all aligned on the same mission and they manage well and then they do whatever it takes, which is a big thing, right? They know their kids face extra challenges, they know they’re coming in way behind, so they lengthen the school day, they bring in extra supports, social services, et cetera, et cetera. They’re completely redefining school and they’re getting completely different outcomes.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Are you suggesting that having constant, unimpeded access to the Internet is not going to solve every social problem? (laughter) That’s so—wow, that’s an eye-opener, given that everything that’s happening in the world right now from Egypt to Tunisia is simply a function of social media, I would have thought that this was all that—
(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: Eight percent of the kids in this school are proficient in reading so access to the Internet doesn’t help that much.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Yeah, doesn’t necessarily . . . Charters. 

WENDY KOPP: You know, I think one thing that’s— (laughter) one thing on the side of charters, and then I’ll go after them as a silver bullet. This growing number of schools I keep talking about? Many, many more of them are charters than traditional schools. There are traditional public schools in the regular system that are getting these kind of results, but they are few and far between, and I think that’s for a reason, you know. I think the charter laws provide talented, committed educators with an incredible opportunity to say, “Okay, I’m going to assume responsibility for results and gain complete freedom over my inputs—who I hire, how I spend my budget,” so it’s an incredible enabler. 

But unfortunately—if you look on average at the charter school results and the public school results, they’re no better, and in fact I’ve seen charter schools, because Teach for America places in some of them, where you really wonder if we should be putting some of these people in jail—I mean, they’re so much worse than even the dysfunction that we see in the regular system, and I think it’s just another example of we thought—you know what, it is the best of intentions—it’s people wanting to solve the problem tomorrow, change the laws, hopefully everything will be better, you know, very soon, but unfortunately it’s not that easy, like, we still need to then cultivate the leadership necessary to take advantage of the charter laws, and that is the most precious resource in all this, because it’s hard to find those school leaders who have the kind of foundational experience necessary to actually run a transformational school.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Is the experience of New York City with charters different from the rest of the country, and if so, why?

WENDY KOPP: Yeah, well I think because there are such—there are probably many reasons why. Yes, it’s definitely different from—I mean, I’m not the charters expert, but you know we have lots of very high-performing charters here, and I think it’s because first of all, there’s a charter cap, I mean, you can only open so many, not necessary a good thing, but they have very rigorous standards for who opens them, sort of like New Orleans, and they shut them down when they don’t work, and probably even more so, you know, Joel Klein and others made an extraordinary effort to recruit people in to run charters so that we’ve done a lot to recruit lots of good folks in.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But wait, is that—Is it possible those things are that good experience with charters, that kind of selectivity and high standards for them is in part a function of the existence of the charter cap? Doesn’t the cap make—doesn’t a restriction on a resource make you use it more wisely?

WENDY KOPP: You could argue that. But I think I guess it’s—
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Would you argue that?

WENDY KOPP: No. I think that it’s a very—I think it’s a fact that it is very hard to find and develop the leadership necessary to run a high-performing school of any sort, and including a charter school, but I think that we could find a lot more than the cap.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Oh I see. What’s the cap now? Do you know offhand what the cap is?

WENDY KOPP: Who knows? A hundred. They raised the cap last year, so—

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Four-sixty. Do you have a kind of optimal—does Czar Kopp have an optimal figure for—

WENDY KOPP: I would bring the principles of charters into the system, but I would do that and I would also do something else. So, so, you know, and Joel Klein has really worked very hard to do exactly this, and this is exactly what they’ve done in New Orleans, but, you know, the bottom line is, wherever you see one of these transformational schools I’m talking about, always, always, always they’re run by someone who feels such deep, passionate commitment and full ownership over ensuring that their kids get on a different path, and if they don’t have the freedom, they take the freedom to do whatever it takes to get to that end result. And I think we really need to ground our policies in an understanding of that dynamic, and I think the implication is that our central system should spend an immense amount of energy attracting and developing real leadership, which is a process, right? We can’t snap our fingers and have great leaders, like, we need to recruit them into the classroom, ensure they’re highly successful, keep some of them in the classroom, move others into, you know, leadership roles and whatnot. Like, we need to obsess over talent development in the way that any high-performing organization does, but at the same time we then need to empower our leaders to get results, and so I think that kind of restructuring is probably the answer overall.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Yeah. Unions.

WENDY KOPP: I think that unions need to change, just like I think districts need to change, and lots of other things need to change, but I think the idea that we fix the unions or just swipe them off the face of the earth, or—

MALCOLM GLADWELL: You’re the one earlier who said you wouldn’t have them in your perfect universe.

WENDY KOPP: Right, it’s just that we don’t live in perfect universe, and I think that we have—I think it’s not totally—I think the assumption that if we lifted—let’s assume we removed them all tomorrow. Anyone who works in and around schools, just imagine. What do you think will be different the next day? Like, we have so much further to go. In states where there is very low unionization and collective bargaining’s sort of a nonissue, we have 1 percent teacher dismissal rates. We have 1 percent teacher dismissal rates whether there are strong unions and unions or not. And why is that? That’s because there is no culture of discipline in our school districts. I mean, literally, when you think about how a high-performing organization operates or how these very high-performing schools operate and compare that to how most of our public schools and school districts and even probably private schools, for that matter, operate, there’s no—you know, we don’t do what we know it takes to run high-performing organizations. And so I think we need unions to change, but we need our districts and our schools to change as well.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Does all of this become—does dealing with—does making—what you’re saying is that in all of these cases—funding, charters, unionization—these are all variables that can make a difference provided you have in place, first, an organization and culture that makes effective learning possible. In other words, it’s cart and horse here.

WENDY KOPP: Exactly. I mean, I think anything short of that gets us incremental progress, in a world where incremental progress is not affordable, you know? I mean, we haven’t really grounded ourselves in the magnitude of the issue here, and it’s so easy to not recognize what’s going on in our country, but we live in a country where the 15 million kids who grow up below the poverty line, half of them will not graduate from high school. If you don’t graduate from high school today, you know, your options are—I mean, lots of, you know—I mean, we have communities that are putting more kids into the prison system than into college. The kids who do graduate from high school, who we applaud for walking across the stage have on average an eighth-grade skill level. A few percentage points on standardized tests doesn’t meaningfully change the kids’ lives in that context. And that’s what any of these interventions at their best will get you. 
And what we’ve learned in the last twenty years is we can have something different. We can have meaningful change for kids—we could actually put whole buildings of kids on a different trajectory, and for me that creates the moral imperative. Now that we know that and we know how to replicate that, it’s on us to figure out, okay, so we need to treat this like the crisis that it is, given that now we know we can solve it, and go after it. And anytime any of us have a true crisis in our lives or in our midst, you know, and truly view it as that, we view it in all of its complexity and go at it with an equally complex solution. Like, it is no one thing, and there’s no way around the hard work of building high-performing organizations, essentially.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Yeah. Let’s talk about the practical impact of importing—what Teach for America does, essentially, is import large numbers of motivated college graduates into the teaching profession. So let’s talk about what that means on a practical level. First of all, are, do Teach for America teachers—are they—how do they compare on average to the kind of median teacher? Are they better teachers? What do we know?

WENDY KOPP: The kind of growing body of research out there would show that they’re more effective than other beginning teachers, and in some subjects and grade levels, they’re more effective than the experienced teachers. But not by the impact levels that I just described that we need. You know, like, if you look at the studies, researchers think “statistically significant positive results,” and we think “this isn’t changing kids’ lives.” Some of our people change kids’ lives, but on average—And honestly, this experience is kind of part of what—I mean, I think Teach for America is an enormously good thing. I mean, you’re better off as a kid in a school if you have a Teach for America corps member than not, you’re—and our people are obviously then going off and staying in teaching for an average of eight years but also moving into other positions and taking that experience with them and effecting broader changes and whatnot. 
But this experience is why I say that, you know, teaching is the latest silver bullet, because I think we somehow think we can reengineer the way 3.7 million teachers are recruited and trained and whatnot, and I think our own experience where we’ve poured immense amounts of energy and the smartest people I could possibly find and millions and millions of dollars into literally—and we’ve got a continuous learning loop in our organization that is kind of mind-boggling. We can do tons of studies to understand, “What are the most effective of our people? I mean, what differentiates them that we can see at the selection stage? What are they doing differently? How does that influence our training, our professional development?” Every year. 

And still—you know, we’re where we are, and I guess all of that has led me to think, you know what, we need to take this on at a school level. This is an organization problem. It’s like if you run a big organization or company, you don’t fix your problems by, you know, sending brain-waves directly to all of the people in your organization, you think, okay, who are my managers? Let me work with them, they need to manage their teams effectively, and when you go up here to KIPP Infinity and you see their incredible, incredible results and ask them what’s the key—he’s like, “the teachers,” but he has gone out and attracted and developed and retained—and, you know, you talk to the teachers. Why have they stayed? “Because of the culture of the school, it’s a team I want to be part of, I feel so supported,” et cetera. I mean, so I think ultimately we just need to come at the teaching question differently.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Does this represent an evolution in your thinking? You would not have said what you just said twenty years ago. Am I right?

WENDY KOPP: I probably didn’t know—Twenty years ago I was saying, “Why aren’t we being recruited as aggressively to commit two years to teach in high-poverty communities as we were to work on Wall Street,” I mean, that was really, but once I got into this. I’ve thought this way for some time, I have to admit.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: I sort of see—it is my one mild, it’s not a criticism, it’s an observation about your book, which is that there these two strands that are in some sense complementary and in some sense contradictory that run through the book, and that I suspect legitimately run through your thinking—I say legitimately—that one is this notion that we have to find new sources of talent and bring them into the system, and the other is that well, “that’s not really what it’s about. What it’s about is building a system that allows people to flourish.” They overlap—there’s a, in the Venn diagram, it’s like this. But they’re kind of—you know, and there is the same kind of, you know, you also run into the not entirely fair observation when one reads your book that you’re saying that virtually all students can thrive given the appropriate culture and environment, right? But then is the same true of teachers? Can virtually all teachers thrive given the appropriate culture and environment? I mean, if we can help virtually any kid, why can’t we help virtually any—or is there a—is this apples and oranges?

WENDY KOPP: This is such a very complex set of thoughts. I do—so, first of all, we can’t understand Teach for America as a teaching organization. I think this is the biggest thing we fight in the world. We are a leadership development organization. There’s no other way to look at it. We are going out and saying we need our future leaders to channel their energy against our country’s most fundamental injustice, and we’re going to get them to commit two years to teach in high-poverty communities, we’re going to make sure they have the leadership characteristics that we’ve seen to differentiate the most effective teachers, we’re going to invest massive amounts in their training and support in pursuit of ensuring that they’re highly successful with their kids, and we know that that experience is going to be important for kids and important for them in every single decision they make thereafter. 

And it proves out to be—and we need them to go out and engineer the changes, we need them to go start great schools, and in fact they have. We wouldn’t have the school model that we have that everyone’s out there trying to replicate, if it weren’t for a few Teach for America alums. We wouldn’t have the energy we have and the effort to replicate it without a bunch of Teach for America alums. We wouldn’t have the revolution we have in New Orleans and D.C. and whatnot without a bunch of these people, and I think we need—We need some of them to go take on the challenges of poverty to make the whole thing easier. So I think we need that. 
At the same time, what many, many of our people come out of this thinking is, “Wait, we need to change the way these systems attract and develop talent.” And there’s no doubt. I mean, I’ve concluded the same thing. What are the systemic challenges that we need? That is one big central issue and I think what we’ve seen is we can do that, too. I mean, it’s—You go to New Orleans, and I think one of the most interesting things about my time there was talking with some of our teachers who we’d placed there over time who said, you know, “I came here for two years, and I was just going to teach for two years and then leave,” and she said, “I just bought a house, it’s seven years later.” “Why did you buy a house?” “Cause I’m the hot commodity in New Orleans. I can pick whatever school I want to be a part of. They even pay me a lot, because they can control what they pay their teachers in New Orleans.” 

And, by the way, to your other part of the question, this whole conversation then went on in New Orleans, and they said, “Don’t think it’s just the outsiders coming in. The good people came out of the system.” And that could take us down a whole other path, but it speaks to your point. I think most people who come into education are coming into it because they want to do good things for kids, but they come into a system that, I mean, I think about the people we hire, the best of the best. We take 4,500 of 47,000 applicants this year, if we brought them into a completely nonrigorous and undisciplined culture, and just let them go, no management, honestly, lots of good things would not happen. Some good things would happen, lots of not-great things would happen, and over time, I mean, people have to operate in strong, rigorous cultures, and so I do think that there are tons of people out there who would operate in a very different way if the culture and the overall structure was different.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But to go back to my point. This does represent an evolution in your—

WENDY KOPP: It may well. It’s hard to track all my various evolutions, but which part? I mean, we’ve always viewed ourselves as a leadership program.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Let’s imagine we were having this conversation twenty years ago.

WENDY KOPP: I would never have known what I was doing.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: You wouldn’t have spent as much time talking about the importance of culture, I’m guessing.

WENDY KOPP: No, I’m sure I would not. I really, I mean. We placed our first 489 teachers twenty years ago, and they went in with the same level of commitment and idealism as the corps members we’re placing today, and I think they would say, it would be fair to say, they hit the wall. You know, they went and started teaching and they saw their kids bring all these social challenges into their classrooms, and, you know, it became a downward spiral, right? Like, it’s downright impossible. 
What happened was a few of our people rose above it all, like persevered and figured out how to change things, like, how to actually teach successfully, how to create the islands of excellence, and they did it by teaching differently. I mean, we didn’t know how to tell our people to teach. Now, we can say, “okay, here’s what it takes,” you know. It takes being very clear about what vision you’re working toward, like, “where are we going to be by the end of the year? What are you going to accomplish with your kids this year that’s going to make a meaningful difference in their lives?” Once you’ve figured that out, you’ve spent half your time getting the kids, the kids’ families, their influencers, to believe that, that’s important in their lives, and if they work harder than they’ve worked before, then they can get there. So you get your kids working with you, and then everything’s so much easier. You have to be incredibly goal-oriented, maximize every second, you realize, “I don’t have enough time, I have to get my kids here early, get them to stay late,” many other things happen, you realize the level of resourcefulness required to meet all of your kids’ extra needs, but you know what? They accomplish the goals, and so that, you sort of redefine the role of the teacher. So that was the first learning experience, I think. 
And then I think again, I mean, I’m just learning from our people, basically. Some of those people said, “This is not sustainable,” another thing I agree with, based on, you know, you need the superheroes who can teach that way, and even if—I mean, they could probably sustain it, it’s just that there are only so many of those people who are that—I mean, it’s humbling to spend time with them. But then they went off and started schools, you know, these schools that actually make it much more sustainable and actually much easier to teach successfully.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: It’s like you—Forgive me for obsessing about your personal journey
WENDY KOPP: Yeah. 

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But it’s like you’ve gone on this road that starts with a noble ambition, but which is a kind of elitist ambition, “Let’s bring the best and the brightest into this neglected corner of the world.” And now you’re—you sound like a Marxist, (laughter) in the best sense of that word, I’m not criticizing you at all. Although I will say you’re not a total Marxist because when we were back there and they asked you to test out the microphone by using the word “P,” I thought you were going to say, “Peter picks a pumpkin,” but you said—Princeton. She said Princeton!
WENDY KOPP: I would have, but I knew that Paul went to Princeton, and I was talking to him, so. But yeah, no, honestly this has been an unbelievable journey and just an illuminating one. And I’m learning from our people and others who are working alongside in communities, and that’s exactly why I wanted to write this book. It’s been such a demystifying experience. You know, like, you know conceptually, “of course kids in low-income communities have full potential and could have an excellent education,” but now we know actually, really, it’s within our reach to do this. There’s nothing magic about it, there’s nothing out of reach, but there’s also nothing easy about it—it’s going to take—Honestly, it takes the same kind of thing, you know, discipline and leadership that it takes to attain really ambitious outcomes in any undertaking, and that’s why I say in the end the question is do we believe this is a crisis? Because if we do, then we need to approach it in the same way that we would approach any great crisis that we know we could solve, and that’s what I fear that we’re not doing. 

MALCOLM GLADWELL: To switch gears for a moment—I don’t think we have much more time. Forty—how many thousand applicants this year for your corps?

WENDY KOPP: Forty-seven thousand.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: For how many positions?
WENDY KOPP: Well, it depends what happens to our federal funding, but if all goes well, 5,300.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So you’re as selective as Princeton at this point.

WENDY KOPP: Although I don’t view this as elitist.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: No, no—I was establishing a—
WENDY KOPP: Okay.

(laughter)

MALCOLM GLADWELL: But my point was and how many ten years ago, for example, what would those two numbers have been?

WENDY KOPP: We had four thousand applicants, I am guessing about, and probably brought in five or six hundred people.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: And part of that dramatic increase in your popularity has to do with this movement sort of catching fire. Part of it also has to do with the economy. Am I right? You guys are beneficiaries of, in a certain sense—

WENDY KOPP: Honestly, what people don’t know, because either they view it as an outpouring of idealism, you know, from this generation or they view it as, you know, the economy is that we are out there building a movement. You know, we have—Every year we take some of our most successful teachers, we probably have about seventy recruitment directors, who each have, you know, partners in crime who are recent college grads, and we give them three or four campuses, and we say, “Go find not just anyone but the people you believe have the leadership ability necessary to be transformational teachers and have real positions of influence long-term,” and they sit down one-on-one. We probably met with forty thousand of these college seniors this year, unsuspecting people who were going to law school and med school and all sorts of other things or who, you know, at this point we are meeting lots more people who are interested in Teach for America because of the friends before and whatnot, but we are completely changing their minds in these meetings, because our recruitment directors sit down and they share their personal experiences, you know. 
They say—you know, I think about a guy I just happened to spend a day with who used to be a recruitment director who’s now running our Boston office, who basically says, “Look, I was placed in Phoenix. I started teaching fourth grade. My kids came into my room at the second-grade level. I fell in love with my kids. They made a couple years of progress in the first year. Actually, they came in at the first-grade level. I asked the principal if I could teach them again, you know, they made two more years of progress. And I realized, first of all, can you think of anything that would give you a bigger responsibility and bigger impact right out of college? And secondly, this is something our generation can take on and fix, like, be part of the group of people who are going to fix that problem.”

So I actually think, I mean, the economy was a great enabler, as we ran around and told everyone, the silver lining in this economic environment is that it’s given the true leaders real license to think even more broadly about their futures, and given that the most precious resource in education is talent, we gotta jump into that, and we got a certain lift out of that, but the foundations were already there.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: So it’s the same thing that we were talking about with Katrina, right? You build a structure and then you’re poised to take advantage of the—
WENDY KOPP: You’ve got to be ready to take advantage of the crisis and make it into an opportunity.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: It’s funny because, you know, the last time this happened in this country was during the Depression. The well-documented effect of the Depression was that the contraction of the private economy caused an awful lot of incredibly talented people to go into the public school system, and the generation that emerged from the schools in the Depression, which was one of the most successful, most well-educated generations that we have were the unintended beneficiaries of this economic calamity. I hate to harp on this, but I think it’s a fascinating thing, though, which is that we spend so much time bemoaning our misfortune, whether it is a hurricane or economic hard times, that we forget they are incredibly fertile periods, that if you can build a—

WENDY KOPP: Yeah, I think it’s compelling. And we have lots of crises that we should take advantage of to solve the true crisis.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: “A crisis is a terrible thing to waste,” as Rahm Emanuel said. (laughter) I don’t know how—where is Paul? Does Paul want to ask some nasty questions? No, no, no, I think I’ve, why don’t come and—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I have one nasty question in it, and you’ll see if you can tell that it’s written by me. (laughter) But I’m curious, how many Teach for America alumni or people currently in the program are here? Pretty amazing. 
First question. Was there a time where American education was not in crisis? You can say just yes or no if you want.

(laughter)
WENDY KOPP: No. I mean, I think we’ve had this issue—I have limited historical knowledge, myself. But I’m sure we’ve had these issues forever. I think we’ve been in denial about this particular issue that we’re working to address. I think twenty years ago a lot of people were in denial about the very existence of what we call today educational inequity.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Breathalyzers at proms, security officers and police in the hallways, less and less recess times, school manuals that require a law degree to decipher, with rule upon rule, longer school days. Why would a child, do you think, want to go to school?

(laughter)

WENDY KOPP: You know, the kids in—I think about the schools that, you know, I’ve been talking about, you know, these transformational schools. Kids are dying to be in school. Because, first of all, the principals and the teachers in these schools love their kids, and, you know, they build such a community among them. And the kids know they’re going to work incredibly hard, but there’s huge payoff for that, so I don’t know that there’s a place they’d probably rather be.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There are lots and lots of questions from alums of the organization. This one begins with, “Being an alum I’m completely on board with the belief that all students can learn. However, earlier this school year, the New York Times covered a study that pointed to statistics showing that when stripped of all society and economic factors, African American boys are underperforming when compared to their female African American peers as well as other nonblack students. What are you and TFA thoughts on this, and what do you think are the ways to shift education focus to address these statistics?
WENDY KOPP: Meaning even outside of the context of low-income communities—am I understanding? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right.

WENDY KOPP: You know, I feel like it will take me out of—you know, I think about my own kids who go to a, you know, public school up here that’s very diverse, but, you know, not as economically disadvantaged. I mean, there are kids from all socioeconomic backgrounds, all racial backgrounds, and honestly I think the puzzle of how to make that school work for all kids is very different from the puzzle of making the schools I’ve been talking about work. And so I’m hesitant. I actually think what we need to understand is where the schools out there that are working for African American kids, you know, across all socioeconomic backgrounds, let’s find out. Because there are schools—I am sure there are schools working for these kids, let’s find out. Even if there’s just one, what are they doing differently? And I think therein lies the key to unlocking the answer to that question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Malcolm, by the way, you can jump in whenever you want, with any of these questions, if you have comments to add. For instance, is there consideration to expanding Teach for America to training and supporting administration?

WENDY KOPP: No, because we’re going to stay focused on our core mission of channeling a lot of talent and energy in this direction, but we do, you know, we have a whole priority around accelerating the leadership of our alumni in ways that are strategic for the broader ed reform movement, and we think—we think supporting them to become principals is one huge important focus, among others. I mean, helping support them to run for elected office and start advocacy organizations and start social enterprises are others. But we partner with others to do those, so there are—you know, we partner with the folks out there, whether it’s charter management organizations or districts or universities or other school leader training programs to set our people up with streamlined paths to school leadership.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You bring up Joel Klein quite a lot and quite often, and you seem to admire him. What do you think of Joel Klein’s successor?

(laughter)

WENDY KOPP: I think it’s too early to tell, but I think that her commitment. I mean, I think she’s clearly very committed for all the right reasons, and, you know, I guess we’ll see what happens. 

(laughter)
I think we should reach a point where when we’re trying to figure out who should be the superintendent of our nation’s largest school system or Newark, New Jersey, for that matter, which is in the midst of a superintendent search, or Atlanta, or any—maybe soon to be Chicago, where we—some of the best jobs on the planet, they should be, right? We should be considering slates of people who have all the foundational experiences necessary to do that job. They should be people who have taught in transformational ways, who ran transformational schools, who supported lots of other transformational schools. 
Can you imagine GE, much talked about, of course, for its CEO selection, just stepping back and deciding that someone who hadn’t even worked in corporate America should be the CEO? I mean, we’d never do it, and, again, this is why I say, sometimes I wonder, you know, if we think this is a true crisis. But you know, we can’t blame the mayor fully, because the fact is, we don’t have that. We don’t have the people pipelines. And that’s what we need to—the longer we stave off the development of, like, true people development systems, the longer we just have to lurch from silver bullet to another and try random things and pray that they work, which is pretty much where we are at the moment.
(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Often when schools strive towards excellence in the key competencies of reading, writing, math, etc., they do so at the expense of the arts and physical education. Do you believe these subjects are necessarily a part of an educational system, and if so, how?

WENDY KOPP: I think—I mean, I think about what I want for my own kids, and I think that’s what—all kids should have access to arts and physical ed and all sorts of other enrichment opportunities, and I think again, go visit these if you haven’t already, schools that are actually not only getting good test results, but, I mean, they’re really trying to set their kids up to be on a level playing field with kids in communities where parents are giving them that or where—you know, and I think absolutely, I think we need the whole picture.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you come back to the New York Public Library in twenty years from now, what difference do you think we will find in the educational system?

WENDY KOPP: You know, I think it’s so hard to predict, you know. I think about the fact that, you know, even four years ago if we had come together and you had said, “What are the most impossible-to move school systems in the country?” I would have said New Orleans and Washington, D.C., and so to think that those are two of the fastest improving right now—you know, I just think, I think things are moving really quickly, like the snowball is moving down the hill, and so I think it will be easy to underestimate, actually, the progress we can make in twenty years. 
What I’m hoping is that in the way that we have growing numbers, you know, hundreds of incredibly high-performing schools today that we never could have imagined, you know, even twelve years ago that we would have, I hope we have proof points at the whole system level, and I think once we’ve—I think once we do the proof that this is possible, I do—we talk about tipping points all the time. Like, we’re going to get to the tipping point where people realize, “okay, we can completely do this,” and one thing leads to another, and hopefully we’re doing all the right things, and I think it’s within our reach. I mean, in twenty years we should see in an aggregate sense the achievement gap closing in big ways.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Malcolm, we’re getting to the tipping point. What is the relationship between teachers’ excellent performance and pay?

WENDY KOPP: I think we need to, you know, absolutely think completely differently about the whole human capital picture, I mean, to use that terrible jargon term, we need to free our districts and our school principals ultimately up to think—I mean, they need to be obsessing at all times around how do they attract and select great people and develop them and retain them and compensate them? I mean, ultimately, I think we need to give them lots more flexibility over their compensation dollars so that they can retain and value the people who are making the biggest impact.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And if they are paid more, are they better teachers?

WENDY KOPP: Well, I think ultimately—you know, I mean, I don’t know. What would the research show? We should be looking across sectors as well. We should be valuing our most effective teachers accordingly from a compensation perspective, and certainly from even the research we’ve done ourselves, you know, even what we might consider, fifteen-thousand-dollar pay jumps for teachers who are effective in years four to eight would have serious retention gains.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: Surely the issue is not so much absolute level of compensation, but comparative compensation. I mean, it strikes me that so much of what you have been trying to do is to rehabilitate the profession, right? To get us to take it more seriously, to attract different kinds of people to it, and part of the way that we rehabilitate professions is that we pay people comparably to other professions that we esteem.

WENDY KOPP: Right.

MALCOLM GLADWELL: And the issue with teaching is not whether they make X or Y, it’s that the amount of money we pay a quality teacher is not commensurate with the amount of money we pay someone in another profession that isn’t nearly as important socially.

WENDY KOPP: And I also think that, you know, people with lots of other options, you know, you have—there’s just reality, like, you have to raise a family, you’ve gotta, you know, we have to make it financially viable to stay in teaching and in education.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Different ways of expressing this question, but what is your greatest regret, or what is the greatest mistake you think you have made?

WENDY KOPP: Oh, gosh, there have been, you know, of course—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe miscalculation would be another way of—

WENDY KOPP: You know, the most significant one I would say in recent days would be—I think it’s tough, like Teach for America has grown a lot, and we have big priorities around not only becoming bigger and more diverse, on the one hand, which, you know, leads us to put an enormous amount of energy into our recruitment processes and whatnot and also requires us to scale up so we’ve grown a lot. You know, we’ve grown from a thousand to eight thousand teachers in the last ten years. 
But we have equally ambitious goals around increasing the measurable impact of our teachers during their two years, because we think it’s critical for their kids and because we think it’s critical for the lessons they learn, and in pursuit of that, you know, we’ve tried many different things. We’ve put in place measurement systems ourselves that were very well intentioned, and all sorts of—we’ve tried lots of different strategies, and I think ultimately if we got into the ins and outs of that ultimately you sort of see the limitations of kind of leading with measurable—I mean, measurable results are critical, but it’s about more than that, and I think the culture that you build and keeping everyone grounded in what this is all about and the spirit of, you know, truly putting kids on a different trajectory, and like, walking the, creating the right balance between a focus on measurable results and keeping everyone grounded in that spirit at the same time is—it’s a puzzle, and I think we’ve veered too much, we’re trying to now regear, and I hope we’re making it happen, around the spirit of things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And, finally, what are you most proud of?

WENDY KOPP: Probably sticking with it. And, I mean, I think this is very challenging work and alongside many, many other people I think to accomplish great things takes time and I think persevering and just constant learning, you know, grounding ourselves constantly, and, you know, what are we learning from our most successful corps members and alumni and others and communities and just keeping—you know, the constant evolution of thought, I mean that’s probably what I think is Teach for America’s strength and what I’m proud of, I guess.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Malcolm Gladwell, Wendy Kopp, thank you very much.

(applause)
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