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For the past several decades, there has been widespread and bipartisan support for ed-
ucation reform, with everyone hoping to reach the same general goal of improving education,
but arguing over methodology-things like exactly what constituted effective reform and who
would implement or fund them. Many of today’s current paradigms for education reform
were set forth by the Reagan administration’s 1983 education report, A Nation at Risk. It
lamented the many problems of the United States’ failing education system and advocated for
the implementation of content standards as well as the idea of using standardized tests to
measure how well these standards were implemented. These proposed reforms were all
geared towards the intertwined goals of improving education at the school level and produc-
ing a generation of students equipped to enter the world as lifelong learners, an outcome the
report termed a “Learning Society.” Moving forward, however, policy largely focused on the
first goal, giving rise to the standards and testing movement, which was met with various lev-
els of success and mixed reactions, most famously with No Child Left Behind.

Alongside this persistent legislative debate, a combination of rapidly improving tech-
nology, growing accessibility to the internet, and interest from those not directly involved in
education resulted in the creation of a number of free online education resources. Two no-
table examples of these resources are Khan Academy and Crash Course, created by an ex-
hedge fund manager with a background in business and computer science and two brothers
who made YouTube videos, respectively. While Khan Academy approached education reform
by providing tools to help teachers, students, and parents improve and transform the learning
experience, Crash Course instead used its platform to make highly polished, scripted, and en-
tertaining video lessons freely available to anyone. Rather than using A Nation at Risk’s poli-
cy recommendations to work towards its goal of producing a Learning Society, these non-

professional educators believed that the best course of action would be to create resources



that armed individuals with the tools necessary to improve their own education. In other
words, the creators of Khan Academy and Crash Course used their unique backgrounds to
approach improving education in a way that circumvented traditional legislative and policy-
based methods.

Each resource also combines elements of prevailing education theory into their own
beliefs about what makes effective educational materials. Sal Khan designed his website to
facilitate the implementation of a mastery learning model, while Crash Course focuses its en-
ergy on producing high quality curricular materials that are in line with ideas of curriculum
theory, like the need for materials to exist within the context of a student’s everyday experi-
ence.! However, what is most revolutionary about both of these resources is that they are free
and online, making them accessible to virtually everyone. While this may seem trivial to
some, this effectively gives those most closely involved in education the power to immediate-
ly improve it; rather than try to advocate for sweeping reforms whose benefits are often
reaped unequally, Khan Academy and Crash Course provide tools and resources to help tack-

le problems in education at the individual level.

Historiography

Historical academic attention to education tends to focus on “real” brick and mortar
schools and has generally overlooked the outpouring of free, online, educational materials
that has arisen beyond the realm of official policy and standards. However, historians have
written prolifically on education policy and education theory, both of which provide an im-

portant context for the significance of resources like Khan Academy and Crash Course. In

1 John Dewey, The Child and the Curriculum (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1902), 17.




regard to education policy history, two of the most well-known historians are Chester E. Finn,
Jr. and Diane Ravitch, who worked with the Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush presidential
administrations, respectively, on education. Both authors use their personal involvement in
education as a frame for their exploration of education policy history, but while Ravitch fo-
cuses on the standards- and testing-based education movements of the late 1990s and 2000s,
Finn follows education policy all the way back to the 1950s. Finn structures his history of
education alongside his own life, following his path through education from student to educa-
tor to policy maker, while Ravitch uses her own changed opinions towards these standards-
and testing-based policies as a frame. Another source that offered a more general, removed,
look at a history of education reform was an article by Thomas Kessinger, tracing major re-
forms from the National Defense of Education Act (1958) to No Child Left Behind (2001).
Though these sources do not comment directly on how free online classes and resources have
affected the educational climate, they provide a helpful framework for understanding the
problems in education that motivated those outside of the educational field to create these
sources.

For instance, most histories of education policy from the last several decades cited the
aforementioned Reagan Administration report, 4 Nation at Risk, as marking the beginning of
the modern concerns about education. Both Finn and Kessinger traced the roots of the fear
that characterized ANAR to the Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik; Americans were concerned
that the nation had fallen behind and believed that the source of this mediocrity was in a fail-
ing education system.? Ravitch also pointed to ANAR as an important turning point in the

history of education, providing it as the answer to the question of “where did education re-

2 Thomas Kessinger, “Efforts Towards Educational Reform,” American Educational History Journal 38, no. 2
(November 2011): 264.; Chester E. Finn Jr., Troublemaker: A Personal History of School Reform since Sputnik.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008, 8.



form go wrong?”3 Kessinger used the theory of “essentialism” to explain how, from ANAR
forward, only the methodology for education reform changed, while the same basic concerns
stayed consistent. He began by describing ANAR as echoing many of the tenets of essential-
ism—"higher standards, regular assignments, homework, recitations, and frequent testing and
evaluation”-and located these same goals in nearly all subsequent major educational reforms
moving forward: the 1958 National Defense Education Act, the 1965 Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Acts, the creation of the National Assessment of Educational Progress,
America 2000 started by President Bush and implemented by President Clinton, and finally,
President George W. Bush’s 2001 No Child Left Behind.* Many of these surveys of education
history end at No Child Left Behind, having been published before the implementation of the
most recent and oft-debated Common Core Standards Initiative, illustrating one of the main
issues with establishing a historiography for so recent a topic.

While the YouTube education movement may be too recent and outside the realm of
official policy to have yet warranted academic attention, it is furiously debated in the news
and online amongst die-hard supporters, critics, and everyone in between. This argument is
most visible in regard to Salman Khan and his program, Khan Academy, specifically regard-
ing the website’s lessons in mathematics. One of the few academic articles on the on-line ed-
ucation movement was about Khan and largely focused on this national debate, with the au-
thor, Dian Schaffhauser, actually celebrating how the controversy about Khan had sparked “a
national conversation about math instruction and the role of technology, data, and teachers in

helping students learn.”> She included criticisms from what seemed to be a YouTube com-

3 Diane Ravitch, The Death and Life of the Great American School System (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 22.
4 Kessinger, “Efforts Towards Educational Reform,” 264.

5 Dian Schaffhauser, "The Math of Khan," T.H.E. Journal 40, no. 1 (January 2013): 19.



ment—"“Someone needs to take khan academy and push it down the well”- to professors who
have career experience in pedagogy, such as Peter Kelman, a historian of the use of technolo-
gy in teaching. Kelman believed that Khan’s “revolutionary breakthrough” actually set edu-
cation back; by uploading a streaming video, Khan was simply doing what an ordinary
teacher could do, “except with Khan, you [couldn’t] ask questions. The teacher [couldn’t] see
the look on your face.” Other critics of Khan include Karim Kai Ani, the founder of the web-
site Mathalicious, arguably a rival of Khan Academy, who simply stated that the videos
“aren’t very good,” spending most of his argument criticising Khan’s casual, off-the-cuff
teaching style.” Ani used an example from one of Khan’s math lessons on finding slope to
illustrate his arguments against Khan. Ani explained that Khan defined slope as “rise over
run,” when this was in fact only how to calculate slope rather than a formal definition, and
corrected Khan by explaining that slope was instead “a rate that describe[d] how two vari-
ables change in relation to one another.”® Ani acknowledged that to some, this difference may
have seemed like mere semantics, but, in fact, it would do irreparable damage to a student’s
future endeavors in mathematics, describing the slippery slope of math failure that would
subsequently occur: “If students [didn’t] understand slope . . ., they [wouldn’t] understand
functions. If they [didn’t] understand functions, they [wouldn’t] understand Algebra. And if
they [didn’t] understand Algebra, they [couldn’t] understand Calculus.” Ani echoed many
critics of Khan Academy, claiming that “there [was] nothing revolutionary about Khan Acad-

emy at all” and “Khan’s style of instruction [was] identical to what students [had] seen for

6 Schaffauser, “Math of Khan,” 20.

7 Karim Kai Ani, “Khan Academy: The revolution that isn't,” The Washington Post, July 23, 2012, accessed
November 25, 2016, htips://wpo.st/cn-f2.

8 Ani, “Khan Academy.”

9 Ani, “Khan Academy.”




generations: a do this then do this approach to teaching that present[ed] mathematics as a
meaningless series of steps.”!? Ravitch even cited Ani’s article on her blog, agreeing with the
argument and referring to Khan’s methodology as “the latest fad.” Here, she specifically em-
phasized Ani’s warning against putting stock in “‘silver bullets,’. . . simple solutions to com-
plex problems, and in so doing become deaf to what really needs to be done.”!! This kind of
language concerning one “magical” solution for all of education’s problems can be found in
Ravitch’s book, where she qualifies her proposed policies by saying that she “will not claim
that [her] ideas will solve all our problems once and forever” and “will not offer a silver bul-
let or a magic feather.”!2

Diane Ravitch also established another critical context to examine these resources: the
need for a good curriculum. In her final chapter, she offered her own recommendations for
education, stressing the importance of a curriculum, for schools without it would be left “at
the mercy of those who demand a regime of basic skills and no content at all.”!* A nation
without curricular standards, she continued, also gave the final decision on what students
should learn to textbook publishers. In her scathing criticism of the “boring abbreviated, pap”
that made up the “bulky, expensive books” that “children [were] forced to endure,” Ravitch
advocated for clear, curricular standards to be made at the legislative level.

Ravitch’s arguments and others like it are rooted in the ideas of curriculum theory.

However, curriculum theory was and still is an amorphous section of the larger field of edu-

10 Ani, “Khan Academy.”

11 Ani, “Khan Academy;” Diane Ravitch, “Math Teacher Debunks Khan Academy,” Diane Ravitch 5 blog, July

23, 2012, accessed November 25, 2016, https:/dianeravitch.net/2012/07/23/math-teacher-debunks-khan-acad-
emy.

12 Ravitch, The Death and Life of the Great American School System, 14.

13 Ravitch, The Death and Life of the Great American School System, 237.



cation theory, with early theorists like John Dewey arguing for an academic curriculum to be
better integrated with a child’s daily experiences, while confusingly, later theorists like Gail
McCutcheon and George A. Beauchamp were simply arguing that curriculum theory should
exist at all and then be integrated into classroom practices.!4 Even if the way they spoke
about curriculum varied, their argument remained consistent: what was learned in the class-
room must be tied to what happens outside of it. Writing in the early twentieth-century, John
Dewey referred to subject matter as “spiritual food,” and believed that learning must involve
“reaching out of the mind.”!5 He also cited “the subordination of the life and experience of
the child and to the curriculum” as the source of all that “was dead, mechanical, and formal in
schools.” ¢ In other words, the experience of learning should have been both educationally
enriching as well as enjoyable, but instead decontextualization of curriculum turned “study”
into a “synonym for what is irksome.”!” While Beauchamp and McCutcheon were both writ-
ing at the same time, around eighty years after Dewey, they focused on different aspects of
curricular theory in their work. McCutcheon declared that curricular content was inextricably
tied to a society’s value and base, and for that reason, curriculum theorists needed to first
work to “unearth [their] educational and social values” as well as their “beliefs about what
constitute[d] good schooling and a just society,” before attempting to apply their theories to
an actual school’s curriculum.!® Beauchamp instead began by offering three “legitimate defi-

nitions” of what a curriculum should be, including as a “document prepared for purposes of

14 Dewey, The Child and the Curriculum, 9; Gail McCutcheon, “What in the World is Curriculum Theory?,”
Theory and Practice 21, no. 2 (1982): 18-22; George A. Beauchamp, “Curriculum theory: Meaning, develop-
ment, and use,” Theory and Practice 21, no. 1 (1982): 23-27.

15 Dewey, The Child and the Curriculum, 9.

16 Dewey, The Child and the Curriculum, 9.

17 Dewey, The Child and the Curriculum, 9.

18 McCutcheon, “What in the World is Curriculum Theory?,” 9.



describing the goals and the scope and sequence of culture content selected for purposes of
attaining the selected goals.”!® He then continued by claiming that the goal of curriculum
theory should be to function as a “directive force” for educators who “plan, use and evaluate
curricula in their own school settings.”20 Many of these facets of curriculum theory can be
found in Crash Course, especially in how they try to connect materials to the world outside
the classroom. In the simplest terms, Crash Course may seem like nothing more than a fancy
web based textbook, but especially considering the problems with textbooks identified by
Ravitch and Dewey, a revamped, well produced delivery system for educational content may
be a welcome change from the conventional textbook.

One of the most innovative—though sometimes problematic—things about web content
is that it is infinitely changeable, and correctable; edits and solutions can be updated with rel-
ative ease. Unlike issuing a new edition of a textbook, updating a YouTube video means that
it will reach an entire audience instantaneously and at no cost to the consumer. Since Ani’s
article was posted in 2012 and Schaffhauser’s article was published in 2013, Khan Academy
has made many changes, with its newest update warranting media attention being SAT prep
classes produced in conjunction with College Board. These new services rolled out in 2016
alongside a complete overhaul of the SAT test. College Board’s website advertises the collab-
oration, declaring that “the College Board and Khan Academy are dedicated to leveling the
playing field by providing world-class SAT practice, entirely for free,” and welcoming stu-
dents to “meet the new SAT: free world class practice, optional essay, no penalty for guess-

ing, vocab you’ll use long after test day.”?! Though interest in and discussion of Khan Acad-

19 Beauchamp, “Curriculum Theory,” 27.

20 Beauchamp, “Curriculum Theory,” 27.

21 «“S AT Suite of Assessments,” CollegeBoard, accessed November 25, 2016, https://collegereadiness.college-

board.org/sat?navid=gh-sat.
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emy reached its peak in 2012, Khan Academy has expanded from mathematics to science and
engineering, computing, arts and humanities, economics and finance, the aforementioned test
prep, as well as a section of the website dedicated to preparing students for College Admis-
sions. 22

Though Crash Course has received much less press, they too, have been making im-
provements since the channel’s conception, with many of these improvements geared towards
making their content more directly related to preparing for College Board’s Advanced Place-
ment exams. Most recently, in October of 2016, they released curricular materials to accom-
pany their original World History series. On their website where these free materials are host-
ed, they promise “current, accurate, and frequently updated learning materials to assist in
their World History classes” that are “great resources for review of content to check for un-
derstanding and application.”? In the description of their currently airing Physics series,
started in March of 2016, they say that the channel will “leads [viewers] through AP Physics
1 and 2.4 However, while this constant updating makes it a valuable resource for educators
and students, it makes it a difficult subject to study. In fact, during the period that this thesis
was being written, between September of 2016 and March of 2017, Crash Course started
three new series—Computer Science, Sociology and Mythology—as well as launching and then

cancelling another of its series, Human Geography.

22 Appendix: See Fig.1 and Fig. 2.

23 «“Crash Course World History Curriculum,” Crash Course, accessed March 20, 2017, http://thecrashcourse.-
com/curriculum.html.

24 “hysics,” YouTube Playlist, CrashCourse, https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL8dPuual jXtNOge7yD-
k_UA0IdZIdhwkoV.
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Concerns for Education: A Nation at Risk

In order to better understand why people like Sal Khan and the Green brothers wanted
to take education out of institutions and put it online, for free, for anyone, it is important to
examine the education policy and debate that led to the educational climate that thus pro-
duced free online education. After seeing a brief boom in education funding and scientific
advancement following the Cold War Space Race, the American people were shocked by the
1983 report released by President Ronald Reagan’s National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 4 Nation at Risk (ANAR), which was a review of the current state of the Ameri-
can education system. The language of the report was grim and foreboding, claiming that
“Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science,
and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world.” 4
Nation at Risk berated Americans and their government for “squander[ing] the gains in stu-
dent achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge,” and described this descent into
mediocrity as “an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament.”26 ANAR pointed to
a steep decline in SAT scores, a high rate of functionally illiterate adults, and a 72 percent
increase in remedial mathematics courses at 4 year colleges between 1975 and 1980 as “indi-
cators of risk.”?” While identifying these problems and proposing a series of solutions were
the report’s primary goals, the overarching theme of ANAR was that the burden of education
reform fell on everyone’s shoulders, not just educators and legislators.

Though many government reports are often released with little fanfare or reaction, 4

Nation at Risk became a topic of heated discussion, and many education policy historians like

25 United States National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk: the Imperative for Educa-
tional Reform: A Report to the Nation and the Secretary of Education, (Washington, D.C., 1983), 5.

26 4 Nation at Risk, 5.

27 A Nation at Risk, 10-11.
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Diane Ravitch considered it a landmark event in the history of American education. At the
time of the report’s release, however, many constituents were shocked that Reagan’s adminis-
tration even suggested such widespread reform, especially considering that it had nothing to
do with Reagan’s personally identified problems in education, such as prayer in schools and
tuition tax credits.?® Days after the report’s release, the New York Times also reported wide-
spread skepticism. Some, like former United States Commissioner for Education Harold
Howe, dismissed the report as overly “sensational,” continuing by saying that while he
thought “American education ha[d] a cold” and “most people [thought] it ha[d] the flu, it cer-
tainly [didn’t] have the pneumonia that the commission suggested.”?® Others criticized the
report for ignoring any evidence that contradicted its argument, such as evidence that test
scores in basic skills in reading and mathematics had actually been on the rise since the
mid-1970s.30 One surprising criticism of the report was not over its findings, but over its con-
cern for them; a director of a New York school claimed in an opinion piece for the New York
Times that the commission “overlooked the need for truckers and clerks” and that these re-
formers had “no visceral sense of ineradicable differences in temperament, intelligence, ma-
turity and family background - differences that neither requirements, changed curriculum, nor
inspired teaching can eradicate.”*! Sentiments like these from those so closely involved in
education were likely among those responsible for the poor educational environment identi-
fied by ANAR. Rather than illustrate his more complex understanding of the various demo-

graphic differences within students, this educator’s belief that inequality was not only funda-

28 Edward B. Fiske, “Problem for Education,” New York Times, April 28, 1983.
29 Fiske, “Problem for Education.”

30 Fiske, “Problem for Education.”

31 Peter Gibbon, "EDUCATION COMMISSION OVERLOOKS NEED FOR CLERKS, TRUCKERS," New
York Times, Jan 22, 1984.
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mentally built into the education system but necessary to create people like “truckers and
clerks” instead demonstrated an elitist and oversimplified understanding of education.

There were many, however, who agreed with the report and used it as an excuse to put
in their two cents about the problems of the time. For instance, one editorial in the Los Ange-
les Times from Reverend Raymond A. Schroth declared that not only was this “mediocrity”
unsurprising but it fit the “current generational lifestyle.”32 He claimed that young people of
his time were all “like the bright, handsome, personable kid on the basketball team who [was]
having a great time at college—making friends, drinking beer, avoiding tough courses and col-
lecting C-minuses, with no awareness that a C minus student [would] be a C-minus
citizen.”3 Even among those who agreed with the report, there were reservations, with an-
other article pointing out that despite its exhaustive detailing of the problems of schools, and
even some solutions, the commission was noticeably silent on how any of these solutions
would be funded.3*

One of the largest groups affected by this report was, of course, teachers. In an article
published over a year after the report’s initial release, the New York Times reported that teach-
ers were “angry and fearful” about what was being said and were arguing that the commis-
sion “overlook[ed] the point of view of teachers and faculty.”** Other teachers agreed with
aspects of the report and welcomed reform, but criticized President Ronald Reagan for taking

advantage of the buzz surrounding the report to advocate for tuition tax credits, an idea that

32 Raymond A. Schroth, “Education: Mediocre by Choice,” Los Angeles Times (1923-Current File), May 24,
1983.

33 Schroth, “Education: Mediocre by Choice.”

34 George Skelton and David Savage, “U.S. Education Decline Likened to Act of War,” Los Angeles Times
(1923-Current File), Apr 27, 1983.

35 Gene 1. Maeroff, “Education; Schools Debate Upsets Teachers,” New York Times, July, 10, 1984.
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