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DELAWARE’S SCHOOLS:

Responding to a Changing World
BY PAUL HERDMAN

EACH YEAR, Superstars in Education shows us that positive change in
Delaware public schools is not only possible—it’s happening as we speak.
That claim may seem obvious, especially when the pages that surround
this one are celebrating five standout school programs. But what about
the rest of the year? In my day-to-day travels as the president of the
Rodel Foundation of Delaware, I find that some old narratives cling to
our public schools.
Are there some significant challenges, particularly in our most impoverished communities? Absolutely.
However, typically our schools tend to make the headlines only when
there’s bad or controversial news to report. And, like any government-run
agency, public education conjures up thoughts of endless gridlock and
bureaucracy.
But beneath the headlines, the tide is turning; parents are opting in.
Parents used to say that their only options when coming to Delaware
were to send their kids to private school or to “live across the line” in
Pennsylvania. Some may still believe that, but in the last decade, the parents of more than 13,000 students every year are choosing public schools.
So in this same decade, not only are more parents choosing to attend our
public schools, but our non-public schools have seen a drop in enrollment of roughly 25 percent.
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The narrative is changing, and for good reason.
Some of this may be driven by pure economics, but our public schools
are offering new, innovative, approaches and producing results. Our traditional schools are becoming more responsive and dozens of new schools
have been created or redesigned to offer everything from science and
engineering to Spanish immersion and the arts.
Kids inside our schools are utilizing technology in ways we’ve never
seen before. They’re designing rotorless drones, and Skyping with classrooms across the ocean. Unlike me and most of my peers who didn’t even
start learning a language (unsuccessfully) at 14, there are thousands of
kids in Delaware now entering high school already fluent in Mandarin
or Spanish. Thousands more are taking college-level courses inside the
classroom or online.
The world is simply demanding more of our schools. Massive shifts in
the economy, politics, social issues, immigration, and health are creating
a new reality. Our schools are responding.
In particular, it’s changed how we think about preparing our young
people for the world they’ll inherit after graduation. Through automation, we’ve lost big employers like the car industry and through globalization, mainstays like DuPont have reduced their footprint here and
expanded globally. Our many banks are more about information technolMay / Jun e 2018
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ogy, than what we might traditionally think of as banking. The point is
that the world our young people are entering is changing fast.
The good news is that those changes are creating thousands of new
opportunities that didn’t exist even a decade ago.
To address that disconnect between high school, college, and career—
and the fact that we have tens of thousands of jobs in emerging industries like IT and healthcare that are currently unfilled—Delawareans
again blazed new territory for our schools and students.
In 2014, public- and private-sector leaders aligned around the need to
build connections between students and careers. Delaware launched the
state’s first Career Pathway in advanced manufacturing with 27 students
at William Penn High School in partnership with Delaware Technical
Community College. Today, there are 9,000 students in career pathways,
earning college credits and industry credentials, gaining skills and work
experience.
Given the infrastructure the state has now built and the fact that
Delawareans can essentially go to college for free for the first two years
through the SEED and INSPIRE scholarships, we are excited to take
on our collective goal of 20,000 students—or half of our high schoolers
statewide—involved in a pathway by 2020.
Over the last decade, there have been several breakthroughs like that.
Here are a couple more:
Knowing that we needed to modernize and expand kids’ access to

online content, in 2010, districts combined their resources and ideas to
expand their options. Today, about 80 percent of public school students
(over 100,000) have access to Schoology, the state’s tech management system and online learning portal.
Knowing that we needed to get kids off to great starts as early as preK, state leaders invested and created a framework to improve the quality
and accessibility of early learning programs. Ten years ago, only about
seven percent of low-income students had access to high-quality early
learning; today, that percentage is 55 percent and growing.
Is there still plenty of work to do? Of course. Improving our schools is
an evergreen challenge. The world isn’t slowing down, but we can keep
pace if we work together.
In the meantime, visit a school to see the great stuff going on, or
better yet, become a principal for a day through the Chamber. Look
beyond the headlines and see for yourself: Become a mentor, volunteer
for College Application Month, find out how your company or nonprofit can host a young person in work-based learning. Join a Delaware
Readiness Team to support our youngest learners. Advocate for something you care about.
This is Delaware. We all know each other, and we know how to get
things done. We have a great foundation—bolstered by innovative and
agile Superstars in Education—to build upon, so let’s write the new narrative, together. n

DSU

• Degree programs that connect with
high-demand career fields
• Aviation program with its own fleet of aircraft and
100% placement of pilot graduates
• Only accredited Social Work bachelor’s and master’s
degree programs in Delaware

• State-of-the-art laboratory facilities
• Inspire Scholarship available for qualifying
Delaware high school graduates

desu.edu |

302.857.6351

• Two convenient locations for graduate
studies — Dover and Wilmington
Dover | Wilmington | Georgetown
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