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A Nation at Risk: Responsibility and the National Commission on Excellence in Education 
 

• Compelling Question 
o Who is best equipped to be responsible for decisions regarding the education of young people? 

• Virtue: Responsibility 
• Definition – Responsibility is accountability to myself and others. 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn about the 1983 report of the National Commission on Excellence 
in Education, and the succeeding efforts at education reform in America.  They will also determine 
ways they can be responsible. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze the Commission’s actions to improve education. 
o Students will evaluate who is best equipped to take responsibility for education in America.  
o Students will apply their knowledge to determine ways to be responsible in their own lives. 

• Background 
o In 1946 President Harry Truman established a commission to study the state of higher education in 

the United States and make recommendations for any needed improvements. Prior to this, 
education had generally been considered one of the reserved powers left to the states under the 
Tenth Amendment. Since that point, the effectiveness of American education has entered more and 
more into the arena of public debate. Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson each 
established committees or taskforces to measure the condition of education in America, as have 
more recent presidents. Throughout the 1970s, a variety of studies compared academic 
achievement of American students to that of students in other industrialized countries, and most of 
those reports indicated that American education was falling short. What was wrong in our schools?  
In 1980, several federal agencies were combined to create the U.S. Department of Education, a new 
office in the president’s cabinet. The goal was to guarantee equal access to education and to spur 
educational excellence across the nation. The Secretary of Education under President Ronald 
Reagan was Terrell Bell, and he appointed the National Commission on Excellence in Education to 
get the ball rolling. In 1983, the commission issued its report, entitled “A Nation at Risk”. 
 
The report began,  
 

“Our nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science 
and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world. This 
report is concerned with only one of the many causes and dimensions of the problem, but it 
is the one that undergirds American prosperity, security, and civility.  We report to the 
American people that while we can take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges 
have historically accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its 
people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising 
tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a nation and a people…If an unfriendly 
foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance 
that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have 
allowed this to happen to ourselves…Our society and its educational institutions seem to 
have lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling, and of the high expectations and 
disciplined effort needed to attain them. This report, the result of 18 months of study, seeks 
to generate reform of our educational system in fundamental ways and to renew the 
Nation’s commitment to schools and colleges of high quality throughout the length and 
breadth of our land.” 
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• Vocabulary 
o Reserved powers 
o Tenth Amendment 
o Preeminence 
o Innovation 
o Undergird 
o Civility 
o Mediocrity 
o Bleak 
o SAT scores 
o Comprehensive 
o Charter school 
o Goals 2000: Educate America Act 
o Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) 
o No Child Left Behind Act 
o Common Core State Standards 
o Unremitting 
o Contentious 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

• Observation Questions 
o What was the identity of the National Commission on Excellence in Education?  
o What was the Commission’s purpose?  
o Why did the Commission take actions regarding American education?  

• Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o “A Nation at Risk” 1983 Report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education. 
http://www2.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/index.html  

o “A Nation at Risk” Education Week, August 3, 2004. http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/a-nation-
at-risk/ accessed June 30, 2015 

o Seaborg, Glenn. A Nation at Risk Revisited, 1993 
http://www2.lbl.gov/Publications/Seaborg/risk.htm accessed June 30, 2015 

o Ansary, Tamim. “Education at Risk: Fallout from a Flawed Report,” Edutopia, March 9, 2007  
http://www.edutopia.org/landmark-education-report-nation-risk accessed June 30, 2015 

o Making Schools Work: Benchmarks of Reform Timeline 
http://www.pbs.org/makingschoolswork/hyc/bor/timeline.html accessed June 30, 2015  

  

http://www2.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/index.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/a-nation-at-risk/
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/a-nation-at-risk/
http://www2.lbl.gov/Publications/Seaborg/risk.htm
http://www.edutopia.org/landmark-education-report-nation-risk
http://www.pbs.org/makingschoolswork/hyc/bor/timeline.html
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Handout A: A Nation at Risk: Responsibility and the National Commission on Excellence in Education 
 
Background 

In 1946 President Harry Truman established a commission to study the state of higher education in the United 
States and make recommendations for any needed improvements. Prior to this, education had generally been 
considered one of the reserved powers left to the states under the Tenth Amendment. Since that point, the 
effectiveness of American education has entered more and more into the arena of public debate. Presidents 
Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson each established committees or taskforces to measure the condition of 
education in America, as have more recent presidents. Throughout the 1970s, a variety of studies compared 
academic achievement of American students to that of students in other industrialized countries, and most of those 
reports indicated that American education was falling short. What was wrong in our schools?  In 1980, several 
federal agencies were combined to create the U.S. Department of Education, a new office in the president’s cabinet. 
The goal was to guarantee equal access to education and to spur educational excellence across the nation. The 
Secretary of Education under President Ronald Reagan was Terrell Bell, and he appointed the National 
Commission on Excellence in Education to get the ball rolling. In 1983, the commission issued its report, entitled “A 
Nation at Risk”. 

The report began,  

“Our nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science and 
technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world. This report is concerned 
with only one of the many causes and dimensions of the problem, but it is the one that undergirds 
American prosperity, security, and civility.  We report to the American people that while we can take 
justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically accomplished and contributed to the 
United States and the well-being of its people, the educational foundations of our society are presently 
being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a nation and a people…If an 
unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that 
exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to 
ourselves…Our society and its educational institutions seem to have lost sight of the basic purposes of 
schooling, and of the high expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them. This report, the result 
of 18 months of study, seeks to generate reform of our educational system in fundamental ways and to 
renew the Nation’s commitment to schools and colleges of high quality throughout the length and breadth 
of our land.” 

Narrative 

The report went on to recommend that all high schools require four years of English, three years each of math, 
science, and social studies, a semester of computer science and development of competency in a foreign language. 
Academic standards and expectations were to be held high, school days lengthened, and expertise of teachers 
strengthened. The report also stressed a continuing role for the federal government in providing leadership and 
funding to meet the needs of certain key groups, such as the socioeconomically disadvantaged, minorities, and 
students who are handicapped.  

The commission’s members were described as twelve administrators, two scientists, a businessperson, a politician, 
a conservative activist and one teacher. The group met a total of eight times across a period of 18 months. They 
gathered information through about a dozen public hearings including testimony from nearly 250 experts, as well 
as commissioning studies from educational experts who submitted 60 research reports. 

The report received a great deal of publicity, most of it focused on the bad news that America’s education system 
did not measure up in comparison to those of other modern countries. Later studies that received less publicity 
indicated that the academic achievement of American students may not have been as bleak as had been indicated. 
For example, while “A Nation at Risk” pointed to an overall decline in average SAT scores, a closer look showed 
modest but steady improvement in results for most sub-groups. One explanation for the overall apparent decline 
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was that more students, from groups who previously would not have been able to consider college, were taking the 
exam. In other words, SAT scores no longer reflected only the results of the most academically-inclined students. 

Featured on all forms of national media, “A Nation at Risk” generated a great deal of discussion, leading to various 
comprehensive education reform initiatives at all levels. The report identified problems, but did not identify 
fundamental causes for those problems. The debate continued regarding how best to improve America’s schools. In 
1989 President George H. Bush joined Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton to host the first National Education Summit 
in Charlottesville, Virginia. This meeting was aimed at bringing the nation’s fifty governors together to establish 
educational goals for the nation. This effort resulted in six (later eight) goals to be reached by 2000. In 1992, the 
first charter school, a privately operated public school, opened in Minnesota. Many foundations across the country 
contributed funds to underwrite both research and implementation of new ideas. In 1994 President Clinton signed 
the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, which provided federal funding to the states to develop and implement 
standards for what every child should know and be able to do. The charter school movement made additional 
strides that year when the first Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) schools opened in Houston and New York. In 
1997, Education Week produced a state-by-state analysis, “Quality Counts: A Report Card on the Condition of 
Public Education,” which concluded, “despite 15 years of earnest efforts to improve public schools and raise 
student achievement, states haven’t made much progress.” In 2002, President George H.W. Bush signed the No 
Child Left Behind Act, calling for greater accountability of students, teachers, and schools. By that time, virtually 
every state had developed and adopted its own learning standards. An effort to adopt national standards was 
funded by the Gates Foundation, resulting in the launch in 2009 of the Common Core State Standards initiative. 
Governors and state commissioners of education from across the country hoped to develop “consistent, real-world 
learning goals” so that all students, regardless of where they live, would be prepared for college, career, and civic 
life. The Common Core movement continues in 2015, reflecting a process similar to that which has defined 
previous education reform movements. Everyone is in favor of high academic standards, unremitting pursuit of 
excellence, providing a well-rounded educational experience in which each child can discover and develop his full 
potential, and accountability for schools, their personnel, and students. Vigorous, often contentious, debate 
continues regarding how best to achieve those objectives. What level – family, local, state, or national—is best 
equipped to be responsible for decisions regarding the education of young people? 

Though “A Nation at Risk,” was written more than 30 years ago, its words still ring true: 

“Knowledge, learning, information, and skilled intelligence are the new raw materials of international 
commerce and are today spreading throughout the world…we must dedicate ourselves to the reform of our 
educational system for the benefit of all…Learning is the indispensable investment required for success in 
the “information age” we are entering… [America has made the promise] that all children by virtue of their 
own efforts, competently guided, can hope to attain the mature and informed judgment needed to secure 
gainful employment and to manage their own lives, thereby serving not only their own interests but also 
the progress of society itself.” 

 


