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OPINION: America's schools have flatlined for 50 years,
but they can be revived

James Prendamano
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The truth has been in front of us for years. We continue to spend more money on
education, yet the average 17-year-old reads and does math at almost the same level as
their counterparts from decades ago, according to the Nation’s Report Card. About 1in 5
American adults struggles with basic literacy. Fewer than 1 in 3 eighth graders in the
United States perform at or above the proficient level in reading. In some school systems,
absences exceed 30% of instructional days for thousands of students. Far too many
students report low engagement, which means they do not feel fully connected to what is

happening in class.

Even in New Mexico, according to the State Higher Education Executive Officers
Association (SHEEO), state support for higher education in New Mexico rose about 15%
between 2019 and 2024. During those same years, the University of New Mexico’s Bureau
of Business and Economic Research recorded a double-digit rise of about 18% in cost of
living. Colleges did not gain ground. They lost it. This is not unique to New Mexico. It is a

snapshot of a nationwide pattern.

These are signs of a nation-wide system that was created for a different era. The world
now moves faster. Artificial intelligence is reshaping two-thirds of all jobs. Analysts warn
that certain entry-level white-collar roles may decline sharply by 2030. Many classrooms
continue to treat Al as something to avoid instead of something students should learn to
use with confidence. I know how it feels to sit in a classroom and fall behind. I grew up on
Staten Island and spent many days hoping the teacher would skip my name because I felt
lost. That quiet panic stayed with me for years. I eventually discovered practical skills that

created options, income and confidence, although school had not taught them to me.

Teachers are not the problem. They continue to do heroic work inside a structure that
very few people have updated. The responsibility belongs to all of us. Parents,

communities, employers and people like me who now have the means to help.
This year I decided to stop waiting and start building.

I launched a free online academy that begins with the questions every person needs to
answer before moving forward with purpose. What drives you. What you value. What you
want to build. How to turn those ideas into daily action. From that foundation, the
academy teaches the life skills that so many young people deserve to learn. Financial
literacy, Al fluency, negotiation, leadership, communication, market analysis and ways to

turn ideas into income.

The first full curriculum I created takes learners through a field I know well, which is real
estate investing and brokerage. I chose it because the work teaches universal principles.
Recognize opportunity. Measure risk. Build trust. Use knowledge to create value. These
skills translate to almost any industry. My hope is that others will take this model and

create free pathways into medicine, technology, trades, the arts and many other needed
fields.

The lessons are simple and direct. Most were filmed on an iPhone after our main camera
failed. The academy includes hundreds of worksheets and a custom Al tutor that is
available around the clock. It speaks only the language of the curriculum. Parents tell me

their teenagers debate with the AI more than with them. I take that as progress.

I did not create this academy to replace public schools. I created it to help students
discover what they can do. Public education remains one of the strongest forces for
opportunity in the United States. It needs new energy. Students want learning that feels

real. They want skills they can use to build a life.

We do not need another national panel or another lengthy report. We need teachers who
test new units, parents who request electives in financial literacy and Al, entrepreneurs

who share free courses and students who help shape the next stage of learning.
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The world will not slow down so everyone can catch up. Students should not wait decades
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doctors over five years.
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or borrow heavy debt to learn skills that work in the real economy.

I reached a point where watching felt irresponsible. I chose to build something and invite
others to build more. Every educator, parent, coder and student is welcome to use it,

question it, improve it or go far beyond it.

We can give every learner an education that helps them see their future and move toward

it with confidence.

James Prendamano is the creator and host of The James Prendamano Academy and

CEO and founder of PreReal Investments Inc. and PreReal Prendamano Real Estate.
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