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PHILADELPHIA -- Students enter this city's newest public high school through an invisible
metal detector. They swipe "smart cards" to open their lockers, stowing jackets as they
head to class with laptop computers.

They carry no textbooks. Visitors won't find bound volumes lining library shelves either.
Wireless Internet allows students to access reference materials from everywhere in the
building, from the food court to the locker room.

Welcome to the Microsoft-designed School of the Future, which opened to its inaugural
class of 170 freshmen this month. Government-funded and built on a typical budget -- $63
million -- the three-story, 163,000-square-foot school bordering Fairmount Park is anything
but traditional.

"Information is available anytime, anyplace," said Mary Cullinane, Microsoft's director of
U.S. Partners in Learning.

Classroom furniture is on wheels, making it easy to rearrange desks from rows to pods to
a large circle. Instead of using blackboards or overhead projectors, instructors project Web
sites, Word documents and teaching materials on interactive white boards.

Microsoft designed software so teachers can send quizzes to students' laptops. If they
answer questions correctly, the program directs them to more in-depth material. When
they struggle, they link to remedial lessons.

"Before, we all had to turn the page at the same time," Cullinane said.

Different schedules

Because some studies have shown students do better with a later start to the school day,
classes run from 9:15 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. The building, though, is open from 7 a.m. to 10
p.m., giving access for study time, group project work or community activities. The school's
cafeteria -- where students purchase food with a swipe of the same card used to open
lockers -- serves breakfast, lunch and dinner. By spring semester, that same swipe of the
card will give students a full breakdown of their caloric intake -- and allow educators to
track nutrition with student achievement.

Students' class schedules look different, too. They don't take calculus, English or biology.
Instead, they attend inquiry sessions, during which interdisciplinary instruction tackles real-
life questions such as "Should Philadelphians be worried about avian flu?"

Students learn the science behind the disease and study the environmental concerns.
They discover how to research the topic, then they learn how to communicate their
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No more teachers, no more books
'Educators' lead School of the Future, and 'learners' all have laptops
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They discover how to research the topic, then they learn how to communicate their
findings.

"It's more like life and less like school. I can't think of anything I do that is 'This is math,
this is social studies,' " said Shirley Grover, who is called the "chief learner."

That is School-of-the-Future speak for principal. Likewise, the children aren't "students."
They are "learners." Those instructing them are "educators."

The labels may sound like corporate semantics, but Grover insists the titles make a
difference. The children are discovering, she said, that learning isn't something you just do
in school. It is a life process.

Behind the flash

The technology and instruction are innovative, but behind the flash, how solid is the
education? Will a child spending four years studying such questions instead of a traditional
textbook-based curriculum be prepared for college?

"The approach itself can be very good. It attempts to teach kids a kind of approach to
solving problems that really can't be taught usually with conventional instruction," said
Nancy Brickhouse, interim director of University of Delaware's School of Education.

"You are trying to teach kids how to make claims and support them with evidence. It's a
very sophisticated way of thinking," she said. "It's much closer to what scientists do than
what goes on in conventional science classrooms."

But Brickhouse, who specializes in science education, is hesitant to support schoolwide
inquiry-based instruction.

"I don't want to say that all instruction should be that way. I don't think that everything
should be integrated," she said. "You don't have to take an all-or-nothing approach.

"There still has to be some sense to the curriculum, a building up of scientific
understanding," Brickhouse said.

Paul Herdman is president of the Rodel Foundation, a nonprofit dedicated to helping
Delaware create one of the nation's best school systems.

"When you think about a good education, you need to provide a hook. You need
something that is going to engage kids where they are," he said. "Hands-on, project-based
learning does just that. It grounds the kids' interest in what they are learning in school."

But that's not enough on its own, he said, noting educators must take students beyond
their interests and provide basic instruction all high school graduates need.

"You need to add some kind of core infrastructure," Herdman said, adding he thinks
School of the Future leaders have the right mix.

Grover said her learners won't miss out on any content. School leaders incorporate
Pennsylvania's standards for each grade into the inquiry-based lessons. The students will
take the same standardized tests given in other public schools.

Those who want to take Advanced Placement calculus can do so online. The school has
partnered with University of Pennsylvania, Drexel and Villanova to offer college mentors
and online tutors.
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School of the Future students have special graduation requirements, too. They must apply
to at least one college. They also must complete a research project and defend it, similar
to a graduate student's thesis work. Community service is another mandate.

All but two students in the freshman class are minorities, and 12 percent have special
needs. About 85 percent come from low-income families.

The school has no requirements to get in. Students are chosen by lottery, with 75 percent
coming from the surrounding community.

"If you set the bar high, the kids will reach for it, and they'll exceed it," Grover said.

Contact Alison Kepner at 324-2965 or akepner@delawareonline.com. 
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