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In recent years, concern over the condition of the school system in the United States and declining student achievement has led to much debate over the causes and solutions to the crisis.  It is a complicated problem; the roots may be societal, or may be the structure of the public school system, or may come down to parenting.  Likely it is a complex combination of all of these and other factors as well.

We live in an increasingly technologically advancing world, and this world requires the workforce to be prepared.  Employers require new hires to have the skills of a first year college student, even for jobs that do not actually require college degrees. (ACT, 2005).  Other studies were conducted that back up the claim that even students who do not plan to go to college need similar skills by the end of high school that college bound students need.  (Olson, 2006).   These students need a foundation in critical thinking and written communication to compete effectively for jobs. (Klein, 2007; AAC&U, 2007).

Of interest is the concept that in order for all high school students to be prepared for either the job market or college, students must take rigorous academic classes.  These classes must absolutely be beyond minimum core class work.  According to a 2004 study of ACT scores, high school classes, and college readiness, only 13% of students who took just the minimum required mathematics classes for graduation – three years, scored high enough to get into a college without needing to take remedial class work.  By adding to those three classes (Algebra I, Geometry, and Algebra II) another class, Trigonometry, the percentage jumped to 37%.  By taking Calculus while in high school, college readiness jumped to an astounding 74%. (ACT, 2005).  The general finding that rigor resulted in much better college readiness, and therefore workforce readiness, held across ethnic and gender barriers. (ACT, 2005; AAC&U, 2007).

Why is this so?  When a student has one year of mathematics, say Algebra I, the chances are high that remembering the material will fade over time.  As a teacher, one hopes that the logic and critical thinking skills will remain.  However, over years of continued progressively more difficult subject matter, more material is remembered and therefore usable.  The rigor associated with higher-level mathematics such as Trigonometry and Calculus requires the student to have a firm foundation in lower level mathematics in order to be successful. (ADP, 2004).  

But is it a reasonable conclusion that requiring students to take Calculus or other rigorous classes in order to be more likely prepared for college or the work force?  Or perhaps the type of student who takes those rigorous classes would naturally represent the college bound student?  Whether or not taking the classes is causal is an ongoing question.

However, when schools require a higher level of performance for graduation, more students step up and perform.  We must encourage students to go above and beyond what they consider to be the most they will need to help ensure lasting knowledge that they really will need in this technologically demanding age.
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