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Imagine a school district in which every high school senior graduates and not one single student drops out, a school district that ranks in the top five nationally in standardized test scores.  This is the same school district in which 

40% of the students are minority students, 50% of the students qualify for free or reduced lunches, and 94% of the student's parents have only a high school diploma (Delisio).  Most people wouldn't think a school district like this one exists; however, it does.  This is the Department of Defense Dependent Schools 

(DoDDS) system, treated as a single district.  


Not many people realize the DoDDS system even exists, and the ones that do know about it usually don't think of it being one of the top school systems in the nation.  I grew up as a child of an enlisted Army soldier, so I am very familiar with the DoDDS system.  I have lived many different states and countries because of my father's occupation.  I have attended many different schools, including both DoDDS and public American schools.  The difference between the two types of schools is incredible.  The differences not only lie in the academics, but the students and overall schooling experiences as well.  Many people, 
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including myself, will argue that DoDDS schools provide a more rich educational experience than public schools.


Let’s start of with a brief history of the DoDDS school system.  In a 2002 article in Education World, author Ellen Delisio provides a history of the Department of Defense Dependent Schools.  The DoDDS system started in 1946 for the children of military personnel working overseas.  At the time, parents had to pay ten dollars to enroll their children in a DoDDS school.  The rest of the funding for the schools came from Class VI stores, the alcohol stores on the bases.  DoDDS started with thirty-eight elementary schools and five high schools spread out over Europe and Asia.  Now the DoDDS schools are overseen by the Department of Defense Education Activity (DoDEA), which is the agency of the Department of Defense (DoD) that oversees their schools.  DoDEA now consists of two systems, DoDDS, which is all the DoD schools overseas, and the Department of Defense Domestic Dependents Elementary and Secondary Schools (DDESS), which are all the DoD schools stateside.  There are about 106,000 students enrolled in DoDEA schools with 224 schools spread out between 14 countries, 7 states, Guam, and Puerto Rico (Delisio).  The funding for these schools now comes from the Pentagon and the Congress serves as the School Board.  


In an article in Education Week, Debra Viadero points out that on paper, DoDDS schools seem very similar to many public urban schools (Viadero).  Almost half of the students are minority students and most live right at or below 
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the poverty line.  Even though military families are given free housing and medical care, about half of the children qualify for free or reduced lunches.  Also, like some urban schools, DoDDS schools are faced with an extremely high mobility rate; on average about 35% of the students change schools during the school year (Joiner).  But that is about where the similarities end and the differences start.


All over the country, schools are focused on their standardized test scores.  Many schools are not at the level of success in which they wish to be.  DoDDS schools, however, rank in the top five nationally in standardized test scores.  The high achievement rate in military schools is due to many different factors.  Teachers are one of the most important elements in a school system.  According to a document published by the National Center for Educational Statistics, DoD schools have a student teacher ratio of one teacher for every fourteen students.  Kentucky, on the other hand, only has one teacher for every seventeen students.  That number doesn’t seem like much of a difference at first glance, but in a DoD school of 1,000 students there would be either 71 or 72 teachers, whereas in a Kentucky public school of 1,000 students there would only be 58 teachers.  Those extra 13 teachers would make a huge difference in the size of the classes.  


In a recent interview, Donna Kimber, an English teacher in the DoDDS system at Menwith Hill, England, told me that she believes the small classes in DoDDS schools allows for more student-teacher interaction, which is one of the 
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primary reasons that the DoDDS students do so well in school.  DoDDS schools are generally very small; Menwith Hill is a Kindergarten through 12th grade school with approximately only 300 students.  I attended Menwith Hill School during my middle school years.  My grade class was the largest group that the school had ever seen: we had 40 students in my class.  Previously, Menwith Hill only had one teacher for every grade level, so they had to hire new teachers for my class.  But instead of just hiring one teacher, which most schools would have done to make two classes of twenty students in each, they hired two more teacher so each class only had thirteen or fourteen students.  Because my class size was so small, any time I needed help I received the help right away.  Because I was getting so much attention and help from my teachers I did better in my classes.  I think if public schools would reduce their class sizes, more students would excel in school.  Yes, I agree that thirteen or fourteen students is an awfully small class, but even reducing class sizes to around 20 students would help many students in public schools.

Another reason that teachers in the DoDDS system contribute to the students' success more so than maybe in public schools is because DoDDS teachers are better paid and more qualified.  Most teachers will tell you that they teach because they love to help the students.  I am going to school to become a high school math teacher, so I agree with that too.  I want to be able to work with kids and teach them the subject that I love, hoping to pass on that love that I have for math to my future students.  However, in any job, your salary makes 
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some difference in your performance.  In teaching, I believe that the salary may affect the teacher's attitude toward his or her job.  You hear teachers complain all the time that they are underpaid.  I had teachers in high school who would get fed up with a misbehaving student and say something like "I'm not paid enough to put up with this."  According to the DoDEA website and the Kentucky Department of Education website, teachers in the DoDDS system generally make between five and ten thousand more dollars a year than most public school teachers in Kentucky.  That extra five to ten thousand dollars every year can make a difference in your attitude toward your job.  
In addition, DoDDS teachers are generally more qualified than most public school teachers in the United States.  Ninety-five percent of all teachers in the DoDDS system teach the subject that they are qualified and trained to teach (Delisio).  Many schools, because shortages of teachers, will emergency certify teachers in subjects, other than the one they have a degree in, so they can have a teacher for that subject.  Many schools, such as the public high school I attended will bring back retired teachers to teach a subject other than the one they taught until they retired.  My psychology teacher in high school was the retired physical education teacher.  DoDDS schools, however, make it a point to always have as many well qualified teachers as they can so their students will get the best education that they can.  

Also, 75% of all DoDDS teachers have been teaching for over 10 years (Joiner).  Another advantage that DoDDS schools have over public schools, in 
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regards to teachers, is that around 65% of all DoDDS teachers have a master's degree or higher, Joiner also tells us.  Some states do not require their teachers to ever get a master's degree.  In those states, the number of educators with degrees higher than a Bachelor's degree is going to be very small.  I believe that the more education that a teacher has, the more he or she will be able to offer to his or her class.  Yes, no matter how many degrees you obtain from universities the material you teach is class will stay the same over the years, except for minor changes in the core curriculum.  But the more knowledge you receive, as an educator, will affect how you teach in the classroom.  


The teachers aren't the only aspect of DoDDS schools that differ from normal American public schools.  DoDDS schools have one standardized curriculum.  Most school districts have a set curriculum for all the schools in their district.  But what if that curriculum were set for all schools in a particular state?  Or what if it were a set curriculum for the entire nation?  As I stated before, there is a 35% mobility rate in the DoDDS schools.  Students come and go during the middle of the school year on a regular basis, due to their parents being transferred to another base.  But no matter whether the student transfers to a school in the same district that they previously were or if they transfer to a school on another continent, they most likely won't be more than a few days or so behind or ahead of their classmates in their new school.  The DoDDS system has a very strict curriculum for the teachers to follow in their classrooms because their students do change schools so often.  Most children in public schools will 
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change school districts at least one time during their public school career.  A lot of the time, these students are way behind or way ahead of their new classmates.  If there were a standardized curriculum for all teachers to teach, there wouldn't be as much of a problem during the transition into a new school for the students.  
Unfortunately, before I graduated high school, every time I had to switch schools, due to my dad being transferred to a new base, I always had to go from a DoDDS run school to a public school or from a public school to a DoDDS school.  I never had the chance to go from DoDDS school to DoDDS school.  Every time I transferred from a DoDDS school to a public school, I was way ahead of my new class.  During my fourth grade year in a public school in Colorado, my teacher had me run errands for her all year long, because I had already learned the subject matter the previous year in a DoDDS school in Germany.  The school wanted to skip me up a grade, but my parents refused because they knew in a year or two we would be moving back to a place where I would attend a DoDDS school and then be even further behind.  



DoDDS schools do not have every advantage over American public schools.  Because DoDDS schools are run by the Pentagon and have Congress serving as their school board, their educational funds come strictly from the government.  Typically, they are given more money than public schools are, and can allow their students to take lots of field trips to many places rich in history all over Europe and Asia.  However, in my interview with Donna Kimber, she told 
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me that since September 11, 2001, funds have been cut back from DoDDS run schools because more money is going in to national defense and Operation Iraqi Freedom.  She also said told me that because of the current war, ordering new text books and supplies and planning educational trips is not on the top of Congress' agenda right now.  


Even with the current funding setbacks, I strongly believe that students attending DoDDS schools receive a better educational experience over their public school counterparts.  I believe that public schools could look on to what the DoDDS schools do and how they run their schools to provide their students with a more outstanding overall education.  I know that public school students will not get the opportunities that DoDDS students do to travel all over the world on field trips and for sporting events, but there are so many aspects of the DoDDS schools that could be copied and applied to public schools to make them better and to give their students a better education.  
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