“NCLB:  A VISION FOR THE FUTURE . . . A ROADMAP FOR DISASTER”

By Doug Christensen, Ph.D.

An elderly man walked the beachfront every morning.   He enjoyed the peacefulness and sounds of the awakening day.  As he walked, he saw someone off in the distance lean down, pick something up and throw it into the ocean.

As he got closer, he could see it was a young man who would pick up starfish, one by one, and toss them gently back into the retreating tide.  The old man had to smile, but he said, “Why are you doing this, throwing the starfish into the ocean?”

The young man responded, “the sun is up and the tide is going out.  If I don’t get them back, they will die.”  “But young man,” the old man said, “Do you realize that there are miles and miles of beach and there are thousands of starfish along every mile?  You can’t possibly make a difference!  What does it matter to those you save?”  

Once again, the young man bent down, picked up another starfish, walked to the water’s edge and gently threw it into the ocean as the tide retreated.  And, he said, “It will matter to that one!” 

I love this story.   In fact, it is my favorite story and I believe it is a metaphor for our work.  

Thank you, Phil, for the introduction and kind words.  Thank you for the invitation to speak today.  It is an honor and privilege for me.

Let me say a few words before I start talking.  First, a self-revelation may be appropriate.  I did spend a year of my life in a seminary preparing to be a minister.  I have a podium, a microphone, and an audience.  This may not be Sunday, but it is close enough.  I can preach the word with the best of them.  Some of you may have a conversion experience here today.

I will also tell you that it was a Lutheran Seminary, so if you are going to sit motionless and stare at me, it won’t bother me at all.

Second, why am I here?  Why would I leave sunny, balmy Nebraska for Johnston, Iowa?  The answer is quite simple.  My work, just like yours, is starfish work.  It is work on behalf of students and in the service of their learning.  However, I do not get to work directly with students.  The closest I get to students is to connect with educators, especially educators like you here today.  If my presence honors your work, I am pleased.  May I say “thank you” for the work you do.

Third, my task here today is to address this issue: “NCLB . . . A Vision for the Future . . . A Roadmap for Disaster?”  I wish I could stand here and tell you it is a vision for the future.  I am afraid it is a roadmap for disaster. 

I am deeply conflicted by this law.  On one hand, I serve in the constitutional role of Commissioner of Education in Nebraska.  I have the power to interpret law and have it be law.  I serve as the Chief Executive Officer of the constitutional State Board of Education.  As a constitutional officer and CEO, I take an oath of office to uphold the law of the land.  NCLB is the law of the land.

On the other hand, I am an educator.   As an educator, I pledge my time, my talents, my energies . . . my life, to doing what is right for students. I feel a professional and a moral obligation to do what is right for students, what is right for schools and what is right to promote teaching and learning.  

I find little in NCLB that “does right” by students, schools and teaching.   I find little in NCLB that supports our starfish work. 

“Conflicted” is, however, not the deepest of my feelings.  I am angry.  I can think of nothing in my 40 plus years as an educator that I am as angry about.

I have enrolled in an anger management class and have been in therapy for the last five years.  I am not sure I am getting anywhere.  It is a 12-step program and I cannot seem to get past the step, which is to “confront your anger.”  I am getting good at sharing my anger but I don’t seem to be able to get past it.

My anger is on two levels.   I am angry, first, because it disappoints me to think of what NCLB could be.  It could be a wonderfully integrative policy about education that could be systemic.  It could be policy that unites the education system from the schoolhouse to the statehouse to the Whitehouse.  I think it would be good if all federal programs were integrated around the same policy.  And, I think it would be wonderful if we could align our state and local programs to a policy we all share and one that intends to do best for all of our children, families and their future.

The notion of an “all children” agenda as a national policy of education is exactly the right agenda.  “All children” work is starfish work!

I would love to see, education policy that demands we provide all children an equitable opportunity to learn the things we value.  I would love to see a policy that declares success only when the distribution of the outcomes of a quality education have nothing to do with the socioeconomic status of the student’s family, the student’s ability to speak the English language, the color of her skin, or the presence of a disability.

On a whole other level, I am angry about what NCLB actually IS and what it has turned out to be.  We have operationalized what is intended to be an equity/all children agenda through something called “adequate yearly progress.”  We have penalties and sanctions for not making it.  The operationalization of AYP, along with its penalties and sanctions, is not the policy tool to accomplish the equity agenda.

It makes me both sad and angry to see that we are actually leaving some children behind because of this act.  It may be unintended but this is a fact we cannot ignore!  Only those kids who count in meeting the AYP benchmark are those who will receive our attention.  Those students who cannot help our proficiency scores are the ones who need us the most.  They are most likely to be the ones who will receive the least from us.   

And, has anyone noticed that we are leaving our gifted and talented kids behind?  

I am sad that so many buy into something so shallow.  I am sad we are not asking important questions.  Is this good for our students?  Is this good for teaching and learning?  Where is the evidence this is based upon?  Where is the data that says this is good practice?

Some are asking these questions but the lack of answers disturbs my sense of trust in those leading this charge.

There is yet another question that disturbs me even more.  Are we really trying to find ways to educate all children in our system of public education?  Or, are we trying to find alternatives to our present system of public education so that some of our students can escape growing up and learning to live in a democratic and diverse society?  

I just get the sense that some are hopeful that if it can be proven, that our public system of education fails to do the job and that it simply cannot ever do the job, the platform will exist to have conversations in this country about alternatives including private education and private education at public expense.  When I am my most cynical self, which is not very often, I just can’t seem to overcome the possibility that NCLB is a policy strategy to ensure the failure of our schools and the failure of some of our students.  How sad is that? 

Here is how we will be spending the remaining time we have together.  I want to do three things.  

First, I want to lay out the reasons why NCLB is a roadmap to disaster.   We are sticking our heads in the sand and ignoring some basic facts.  I call these facts “inconvenient truths.”      

Second, I want to look deeply at what is underneath NCLB that needs exposure to the light of day.   Because, if we continue down the NCLB pathways, we are headed toward an educational meltdown that will leave a scorched earth of test scores, scorekeeping, compliance and sanctions.  The “systemic” structure of NCLB is not enabling, in fact, it is quite disabling.

Third, I want to offer strategies to fix this mess.  I will argue for rebuilding, not re-authorization and not specific fixes.  I will argue that we need to bring who and what we are as educators to this reconstruction.  

First then, what is it about NCLB that makes it a roadmap to disaster?  What is it that makes NCLB policies and practices that which will never get us to the “all children” agenda?  And, what is it that rings hollow when we use “NCLB speak” about high expectations and about getting beyond the “soft bigotry of low expectations?”  Why is it that the language is so simple, so seemingly rational and so seductive?  

The following are truths that policy leaders and many advocates, decision makers and policy leaders ignore because they find them “inconvenient.”  We ignore them at our own peril.

Inconvenient truth number one:  We know better!!!!

We are ignoring what we know about best practice or good practice in the name of politics, ideology and rhetoric.   NCLB is not evidence and/or research-based.  Those who designed NCLB, those who are advocating for it, and those who are forcing its implementations may be following what they believe to be best and good policy.   However, they are not following research or evidence of best practice.    The “talk” of NCLB is rhetoric and not based on anything that would be classified as research or based on studies that leading experts would agree are valid, reliable and trustworthy.   

NCLB’s central policy strategy is testing and lots of it.

The truth is there is no data, no research and no evidence to support that external, large scale or standardized testing measures learning and that somehow the scores from tests can be used to improve teaching and learning.   At best, these tests measure awareness or recall, neither of which is learning.  

Inconvenient truth number two: NCLB is not standards-based reform.  

Since the passage of NCLB, we have shifted our conversation away from things that matter.   For example, we no longer talk about what our students should know and be able to do--the standards.   We talk almost exclusively about tests, testing and test scores.  We talk about “driving” decision making with data as the key to reform.  We don’t talk about data informed decision-making and improvement.   We talk about compliance and sanctions and not about commitment and capacity.   We no longer talk about equity and excellence, we talk about AYP.   And, we no longer talk about learning, we talk about test scores and group averages.  And by the year 2014, we talk as if all will be proficient.   

This kind of conversation and focus creates an environment that will struggle to do the work of all children . . . equity . . . and excellence.  In such an environment it will be hard to find commitment, passion and joy.   It is truly an environment without oxygen.  

Standards and standardization, testing and test scores, compliance and sanctions will not get us to equity and excellence.   The truth is that what will get us to excellence and equity will be the knowledge, skills and dispositions of our educators.   To get us there will take the building of capacity and the creating of commitment from the inside.  To get us there will take leadership from the profession of education and especially from the ranks of teachers and principals.  

Number three:  Public reporting of test scores of schools will not inform anyone (1) what the problems are, (2) what the possible solutions need to be, and (3) what steps need to be taken to achieve reform.

I want you to imagine with me for a moment, the following.  Suppose we began measuring the incidence of crime in our neighborhoods.  And, suppose we begin publicly reporting crime statistics by neighborhoods.  Then, given the information on crime rates, neighborhoods could be compared according to their level of crime.   And, they could even be ranked according to their relative safety, based on the absence of crime.  

What would be the effects of such a practice?  Who would remain in neighborhoods with high crime rates if given the chance to leave?  Who would choose to reside in a high-crime neighborhood when there are others less dangerous to choose from?  What pride of residency or ownership will people have in neighborhoods that are at the top of the list with the highest crime rates?  What will happen to the property values in these neighborhoods?

How does the printing and comparison of neighborhood crime rates energize change, create capacity to resolve problems and/or inform the efforts it will take to restore “order?”  And, it seems to me, printing the rates by neighborhood sends a subtle but clear and powerful message that the residents are some how to blame and are responsible.

No one would want this for his or her neighborhoods.  Yet, we are willing to subject our schools, our students and educators to such practices.  And doing so, means that we are intending to, subtly, clearly and powerfully, send the message that it is the educators, the students and their schools that are to blame and that they are responsible.

Test scores will shrink-wrap the classroom through standardization of curriculum, instruction and teaching.  The shrink-wrapping occurs because test scores, especially in high stakes environments, create management for getting better scores.   Management for getting better test scores is the same as playing tennis with your eye on the scoreboard and not on the ball.  Test scores cause us to ignore that good teaching and good learning are “the ball.”

Number four:  Compliance is not the policy or the tool that will get the system aligned and moving. 

Deming, the father of Total Quality Management, would turn over in his grave if he saw what we are doing.    He spent his entire life demonstrating the failure of compliance to cause change.  He advocated that people needed to be part of the target setting and that work rules need to be created by those who will have to follow them.  The truth is that it does not work to bring the targets (standards) and the rules of work (testing) in from the outside and force those inside to abide by them.

Those who advocate for both testing and compliance do so because they know that uniform, standardized testing whose outcomes can be expressed as simple numbers allows someone far away to compare schools without ever entering one, seeing or speaking to an actual student, or talking to a teacher.  Test scores facilitate the bureaucratization of education enabling politicians, not educators, to control schools.  Uniform large scale testing moves educational decisions as far as possible from the classroom.

Those who advocate for test scores also advocate for policies of compliance.  Compliance is the epitome of disrespect for those who work so hard.  Compliance is a hammer strategy and in NCLB, hammers are the only tools in the toolbox.  The only thing the hammers are used for is to pound on the system and the people until they “get it right.”  Our students and our teachers deserve better.

We ignore these truths because they are simply inconvenient to those advocating NCLB and its reform.  We ignore them at our peril.  

Let me shift gears to part two.   I want to dig below NCLB.  What is below is an iceberg that will sink the “all children” agenda of equity and excellence.  NCLB is flawed in and of itself and it perpetuates a flawed system of education.

If we are serious about the “all children” work and I sincerely hope we are, then we cannot continue with “business as usual.”  What we do now is great work and hard work.  But, we are not reaching all of our students.  The school system we created over a century ago worked well for previous generations of our children.  Our schools were created to educate well an elite few of our students.  They still educate well an elite few.    

This system designed to educate a few will not reach all children.  We truly have to change the way we think and change our behavior if we intend to create the kind of systems that will ensure equity and excellence for all our children.

First, let me describe what I mean by equity and excellence. 

Equity is opportunity and access.  Equity means that the opportunities we provide for our students are designed to help each and all access to the opportunity and to succeed regardless of poverty, color of skin, learning our language or disability.  No one is denied opportunity or access to an opportunity due to these four factors.  Equity also means that success is judged by the distribution of the outcomes of achievement and that distribution is not reflective of poverty, color of skin, learning our language or disability.  Put more simply  “Equity is ensuring that all children have shoes.   Excellence is ensuring that the shoes fit.”

If we are implementing and “all children” agenda based on excellence and equity, we have to put in place the system that enables the work.  So much of NCLB is systemically unsound itself or it perpetuates a system that is not capable of the work to be done.  First, we’ve got to get the metrics right. 

To illustrate, let me introduce you to the Nebraska state tree. As you can see, it looks like a set of goal posts or even better, high jump standards.  On the uprights, the standards progress upward.   At the bottom are content standards, next would be application standards and at the top would be performance standards.

The crossbar is assessment. If the bar of assessment is placed at the level of content in a system that claims performance standards, only content will be measured.  Such a system has content standards by default.  The tests, or measures, become the statement of the standards.  NCLB is not standards-based.  It is test-based and it tends to be limited to the measurement of content.  Test-based measurement of the system presumes the scores on the test are outcomes and the outcomes we value.  There is no evidence that large scale testing measures learning and often reflects school or district demographics.  Getting the metrics right is the most important work of reform or improvement of any system.  NCLB does not get the metrics right.

Two:  Teaching and learning are not done in Washington, DC, our state capitols, or our boardrooms.  Teaching and learning are done in classrooms and in schools.   

The typical local school system organization is a hierarchy beginning from the top with the board of education, superintendent, principal and then teachers.  Above and on top of the local system is another hierarchy that includes the Governor, Legislature, State Board of Education, Commissioner and Department staff.  With NCLB, there is another hierarchy above and on top of the local and state hierarchies.   This hierarchy at the top is the President, Congress and U.S. Department of Education.

In this hierarchy with three layers, leadership and authority cascade down through the system with each level taking their share of the leadership and authority depending on their position and title.  As the functions of leadership and authority cascade their way downward toward the classroom, there is little of either left by the time the cascade reaches the local level.  And virtually no leadership or authority gets down to the classroom.   As a result, teaching is never defined as a leadership role and is reduced to a role of doing what is prescribed for them by those above.

Here is how we must redesign the system to support the work of teaching and learning, equity and excellence.   In this redesigned system, the core work would be teaching and learning.  The center of the system would be the classroom.   The mission and purpose would be framed around excellence and equity. 

Centering the system around its core work and centering the system around the place where the work gets done, i.e. the classroom, changes leadership and distributes it to the right places and the right people. 

Here’s how the roles of the key players are changed in this system when the core work is clear and when the energy and work of the system is done to support the classroom.   In this system, the roles become leadership roles not roles for carrying out prescriptions.   In this system, teachers are the leaders of instruction.  They know their content, they know the instructional strategies that go with the content; they know the students they have in front of them; and they know the strategies that are needed to support the learners with the greatest challenges.

Once we define the role of teachers as instructional leaders, the roles of principals are redefined to support the work of the teachers.   The principal’s role is to help the teacher to succeed.  The principal is the “leader of learning.”   As leader of learning, the principal is the person who looks at all of the classrooms and at the entire school and is constantly seeking answers to the questions about who is learning, what are they learning, who is not learning, what is it they are not learning, and what are we going to do about both?

The superintendent’s role complements and supports the role of the principal.   The superintendent’s role supports the principals and teachers so they can succeed.  The superintendent becomes the CEO or Chief Education Officer responsible for creating, securing, and allocating the resources of time, policies, facilities and money to ensure the success of the work of schools.  The superintendent becomes the leader of the district-wide continuous improvement plans and efforts.

The role of the Board is crafted last and is policy leadership supporting the work of the schools and the district.  All roles are leadership roles and are focused on teaching, and on supporting the work that goes on in the classrooms.

Three: Testing is not the same as assessment.  

Testing is usually paper and pencil and a one time, summative event.   Assessment, on the other hand, may include measures other than tests, such as projects, portfolios, demonstrations, etc.   Assessments are usually done at the point of instruction and as part of instruction.   They may be summative, like a project or portfolio, or they may be more formative such as an observation.   

Testing forces us to concentrate on the test.  In assessment, we concern ourselves with the data.   Testing produces test scores.  Test scores are simply not “data” and most do not inform.

Data from testing is likely not to be informative.   Test scores are virtually useless because they reveal little about:

· The individual student

· The individual standards or expectations

· The classrooms where the curriculum and instruction plays out.

In fact, I know of no state tests that are “instructionally sensitive” enough to reveal sufficient information about the student, about what they have learned and not learned and about the classrooms where the instructional programs and strategies are played out. 

The purpose of assessment or measurement is to create data to inform decision-making and leadership actions.  The purpose of collecting data must be to get the right data at the right time in order to inform teaching and learning.  

Data that informs is data that 

· Describes the learner 

· Is valid and trustworthy

· Represents the learning that has occurred

· Is useable to improve teaching and/or learning

· Is sufficient to tell us the students who are learning and what they are learning, the students who are not learning and what is it they are not learning; and, 

· Is sufficient to inform what actions could be taken that have the greatest chance of improving teaching and learning.

I will always try to make the case for the importance of data from assessments.  However, decisions are not made by or “driven” by data.  Decisions are made by professionals who are “informed” by data.  We do not need to treat the data as if it were a god.  I think Margaret Wheatly makes the point best.  “. . . Dethrone measurement from its godly position . . .” and “. . . Offer measurement a new job – that of helpful servant.”  

What is accomplished and what good can be done when we wait until the end of a year of instruction to test and wait another 60-120 days for the results?   How does this data help the teacher with instruction when the time of instruction is gone and the student is no longer there?  End of instruction and especially end-of-year testing makes our work forensic.   In medicine and health field, it is a fact that after the patient has died, it is a little late to apply needed therapies.  Our teachers and students do not need autopsies.

Four:  I have noted previously that we are trying to make a system that was created for the education of a few to be a system to educate them all.  And, I noted that we cannot do the job with the system we have.  Here’s why.

Today, we work in a box that has us stuck.   The box in which we practice is the same box we have used for almost 100 years.  Being stuck in this box ensures we will not succeed at the “all children” work of excellence and equity.

“The box” we now work in is a “schooling box.” The schooling box confines and limits our thinking to the ways we have always done things and it forces us to focus on the things that really are not the key levers of change.   

In the schooling box, the sides “box” us in and are fixed.  They are time, curriculum, money and governance.  These are the boundaries, the immutables, and the fixed.  For example, time determines the curriculum to be offered.  The curriculum determines the costs.  And, so on.

When we work in a schooling process, students get as much math instruction as the time, curriculum and budget can offer.   And, you learn as much math as the time permits.

The biggest design flaw of the schooling model is time.  Everything schools do is related to time . . . the beginning of school, the end of school, the start and end of the school day, the number of school days, the length and number of class periods, the designation of quarters, semesters or years, the awarding of credits . . . the organization by grades . . . 

Here is the problem.   We do need to have finish lines to reach.  However, in learning, the finish line should not be a date.  If every student needs to learn something and it is important that they do so, we should focus our efforts on getting them there no matter how much time it takes.

We should expect every student to reach the finish line.  We should not expect them all to reach it at the same time.

Equity and excellence will never be the outcome when the box is a schooling box.  Through grade-by-grade testing, NCLB freezes the schooling model in place.   With a rigid system of finish lines at each grade level, we are ensuring that fewer and fewer student will make it and we will likely respond by moving back the finish lines and not expecting as much of some students. 

If we are serious about equity and excellence, we could redesign the system if we would find a different box to think inside of. What we need is an “education box.” 

The “education box” is defined by learning, i.e. outcomes and opportunities.  Rather than time being the operating mechanism in an education box, students make progress through the system by demonstrating that they have mastered the desired learning outcomes.  The education box may be extended beyond the restrictive time design of K-12 to include Pre-K and grades 13-16 (or college).  What varies in the education box is not the finish line but what it takes to get there like time, curriculum and budget.

If we were serious about excellence and equity, we would operationalize an education box that does not standardize school but identifies a clear set of learning expectations and then designs the schooling process to accomplish those expectations, child by child.  In an education box, schooling is the process of creating the opportunities for the students to learn what is expected of them. 

Let me turn now to our discussion of what we can do about this mess we find ourselves in and what we can do about NCLB and its possible re-authorization.

This will not be a discussion of specific fixes like “N” sizes, confidence intervals, percentages of inclusion and AYP calculations.  These do not “fix” NCLB.  Changing them is simply like moving the deck chairs on the Titanic.  The arrangement of the deck chairs won’t keep the Titanic from its destiny.  

I am going to talk strategies.  Two kinds.  One will be the strategies for how we should go about the reauthorization.  The other about strategies to lead the change.

I do not want NCLB reauthorized.  I don’t want technical fixes put in place like “n” sizes, confidence intervals, and growth models.   I don’t want AYP fixed and I don’t want us messing around with the sanctions.   Fixing these things and a host of others leaves NCLB still without foundation of good practice supported by evidence, research or good theory. 

I want to see NCLB rebuilt and rebuilt from the ground up.  I want the reauthorization to be a partnership strategy of engagement.  I want educators to be at the table when the menu is being created not after the meal has been served.

To be part of the conversation will require that we make some changes.  We must accept accountability. We cannot avoid it.  We must step up to the plate.  Every profession that is a profession is one that embraces accountability.  We must accept accountability as a legal requirement, a moral imperative, and as a professional leadership responsibility.  

We have a choice to make.  Do we want to be accountable or do we want to be held accountable?  It is one or the other.  To be at the table, we must step up, step out, stand up and be accountable.  If we hesitate, we will be held accountable.

I want to reframe accountability. Test scores are not accountability.  They do not represent the work of what our schools do.  They do not represent the sum total of the results of our work.  Teaching and learning are more than test scores.  Education is more than reporting academic achievement measures as results.  I want students and teachers to be the beneficiaries of assessments not the victims of testing.

I would reframe accountability to be the reporting of progress and improvement.  Reporting should include changes made and improvements achieved.  Reporting should include factors other than academic achievement.

Partnerships are dependent on doing the work through engagement in what is called “adaptive work.”  Leadership is doing adaptive work. Ron Heifitz coined the term  “adaptive work.”  He lays out the concept and practice of adaptive work in his book, Leadership Without Easy Answers.  In his book, he defines two kinds of issues or problems.  Those that are technical and those that are adaptive.  Those that are technical in nature have solutions that already exist in the “market place.”  Solving technical problems is a matter of going out and finding the solution that will address the problem.  Technical problems do not require a committee.  They do not require any special design work.  Simply, find the solution that fits and put it in place.

Heifitz identifies the other kinds of issues or problems that are not technical.  These are the ones that are not clearly defined may be hard to define, or may not be defined at all.  These are called “adaptive” issues or problems.

In adaptive work, the first step is to define the problem and doing so   takes multiple minds, multiple resources and lots of time.  It requires engagement and discovery.  The solutions to these kinds of issues or problems do not exist and must be created or “adapted” and hence the term, “adaptive.”

Adaptive leadership is based on the notion that the really important problems or issues for an organization or enterprise are almost always adaptive and rarely are they ever technical.  

Standards, assessment and accountability in most states have been practiced as a technical issue.  Find a test.  Make a test.  Put it in place.  Job done!  NCLB turns standards, assessment and accountability into technical issues and technical strategies.  They are not technical issues!  

I want Washington to recognize the states as partners. We need to remind Washington that the Union came first.  The states are the senior partners.  Each state should create its own plan for accountability that addresses excellence and equity.   The plan would include how the achievement of students will be measured, how the performance of schools will be determined, how the state intends to ensure that high quality educators will be in every classroom.  Each plan would outline the processes the state will create to use information to improve teaching and learning and how the state intends to communicate with parents and the public. 

We must demand our seat at the table and not let them push us away.  Make no mistake about it, those that advocate for external, standardized testing at the local, state or federal level are those who want to control the system.   They do not want educators in charge and they do not want us at the table.

NCLB pushes educators to the sidelines and away from the table through the testing and reporting requirements.  Testing, the external, standardized kind that all states are now engaged, breaks the bonds of trust essential to public education.   The message gets sent that we cannot trust educators to do the right things or to tell the truth to the public.  Therefore, we need these tests as sources of truth.  Since educators cannot be trusted, why would they be invited to the conversation?

By excluding educators from the conversation, they steal our work from us.  Some are afraid of professions that lead from inside.  Some fear what we bring to the table.   We bring our knowledge, skills and dispositions but we bring much more.   We bring our creativity, our passion, our hearts and our souls.   

And, we bring the most important and precious piece of all to the table . . . the voices of the children, their learning and our teaching.  I am not sure the voices for the student are wanted in the conversation either.  

We must be at the table and I think this time we will be.  What will ensure we will be heard when we talk?  How do we play a lead role?  

It has been said that leadership is a “state of mind.” I believe that is true.  I believe even more that leadership is the outward expression of more than your mind.  Leadership is your voice, your heart . . . your soul.

So when we come to the table we need to stop acting like we are the only minds there.  There will be many.  However, if we don’t bring the voices, the hearts and the souls of educators, no one else will.

Remember this:  When soul enters the room, people listen differently.  Want to be heard?  Bring your soul!

Let me share a story that illustrates my point.  It is personal and not intended to be self-promotional.  It is intended to be illustrative of what we go through to discover who we are, our souls.  

My journey as an educator began over 40 years ago at a funeral.   I was in seminary preparing to be a minister and I was assigned to assist a practicing minister officiate a funeral in a small neighboring town.   As we walked out of the narthex of the church and in our robes, I was struck by the size of the congregation attending the funeral.   The woman had lived a rich and positive 86 years.   She was a matriarch of her family, the church and the community.  If funerals can truly be celebrations of life, this was it.   

Yet, as we walked out and faced the congregation, I was overwhelmed with a feeling that is best described as “what in the world am I doing.   This is not who I am.”   I must have turned a pale color because the senior pastor asked in a whisper if I was okay.  I said, I was, but I wasn’t.

He thought it was my first experience with death, a casket, and a grieving family in front of me.   That was not it.

This was my first experience with the question that most young people wrestle with much earlier in their life; “is this who I am and is this what I want to be doing for the rest of my life?”   I had never questioned what I was sure was a calling.   My mother thought it was wonderful.   My grandmother thought it was more than wonderful.   My father never said a word.   It was what I thought I would do for my life. 

I am not sure what I was thinking about, but clearly I never came to grips with the fact that in a small town, a lot of what ministers do is to call on the sick and elderly, visit members in the hospital and nursing homes and conduct funerals.  They spend a lot of time dealing with life at its end.  This is not who I am. 

It was sometime later, I discovered a piece of me.  I wanted my life to be a mission, but I was not a missionary.

I went back to the college where I had graduated to talk with the Dean of Men with whom I had developed a very positive relationship and I knew I could lay out my dilemma.  “I am going to die.  I am not a minister.  My father is going to kill me.” 

The Dean of Men suggested, “Have you ever thought about being a teacher?”   My emphatic response of “no” startled him and he asked “why not?”   It is not my first choice and it just does not sound right when I say, “I am going to be a teacher.”   Ringing in my ears was something I had heard many times, “those who can, do and those who cannot, teach.”

The Dean gave me some suggestions and recommended that I think about them and take a week to consider options.   We met again, and he once again said, “Doug, you would make a very good teacher.”   Having no better suggestions other than to go back to my hometown and go to work for my father, I said, “What do I have to do?”  

He said that he had worked it out where I could finish a biology major and an education major in one year and one summer if I took 20 hours each semester.   I did.   I took Biology 101 and Comparative Anatomy 401 in the same semester and graduated without a clue about Biology.  But, I had a teaching degree in one hand and a teaching contract in the other.   

I fretted most of the summer because my life that was not working out as I had hoped and planned.  Here I was in debt, in a career that was not of my choosing, and in a job I really was not sure I wanted. 

I did not sleep the week that school was to start.   The night before, I did not even go to bed.   I just knew that the date of August 23 would be a day of infamy and possibly the worst day of my life.   

That morning I got to school early and was busy running off worksheets, study guides and assignment lists for my first class at 9:00 a.m.   The bell rang and my heart was beating so fast, I could hardly breathe.   I walked down the hall to my classroom.   The halls were empty and I hesitated at the door.   As I walked in the room the eyes of 32 sophomores looked at me.   

I was calm; a little nervous but not apprehensive.  This is what I discovered:  “This is my place.   This is where I need to be.”

It took a long time, almost a decade to understand this discovery about my place, my work.  What I later discovered about me was that somewhere along the way, I had fallen in love with children.  Somewhere along the way, I felt I could make a difference in their lives.  And, somewhere along the way, I felt I could make a contribution to their future.   This was where I needed to be.  My work would be a mission and while I was not there to “save” them, I was there to love them, make a difference, and contribute to their future.   I am still there; this is where I need to be!

I can’t begin to tell you how strong it makes your heart and how certain it makes your soul to know you are doing the work you were put on the face of the earth to do.  Leadership begins here and with discovering what is in your heart and soul.

Why is discovering your heart and soul so important?  They are the source of your character, strength, and vision.    They give us the courage to stand, stand tall and stand firm.  They give us the courage that makes us able to move forward in spite of our fear.

I believe there are those who would steal our hearts and souls if they could.  They must know it is from our hearts and souls that our courage comes.  

Because I fought against the feds, doesn’t make me brave and courageous.   Fact is, I did not fight against them.   The bravery and courage is not about who or what is fought against but about what is fought for.   

I don’t fight against presidents, congress, governors or legislators.  I fight for what I believe are the right things; kids and kids learning, teachers and teaching.  

Sometimes I get scared as to what this might cost—not only for myself but other people—yet I can’t do it any other way.  For me, this life and this work is about living with the conscience I have and believe me there are days I wish the one I have would shut up.   For me, this life and this work are about the struggle to be the person I was put on this earth to be.  Leadership is courage that comes from knowing your heart and hearing the voice of your soul.  

We need to bring “our voice.”  

Is our work too hard to do?  It is hard and getting harder.  Our work is not easy work.  It cannot be done messing around in the shallow end of the pool or walking downhill or with the wind at your back.  

Let’s think about our work differently.  It is part mountain climbing and part art.  Do mountain climbers talk about how hard it is to climb?  Climbing is what “the work is.”  Do artists talk about art as something hard to do?  Art is the work.  Teaching is our work.  Leading is our work.  

I believe this is one of those moments to answer the call to be the change we want for our students, to make the difference we talk about being, and to be who we are and what we are as educators.

When it gets the darkest and climbing becomes difficult and the picture fades, remember this:  we bring nobility to the work.  Being an educator is not the oldest profession.  It may not even be the highest calling.  But it is the noblest of work being done on the face of the earth.

This work we do, saving the starfish, is noble work because it is the work that is job number one in every community, every state, and our nation and that job is the raising and educating of our children.  

It is noble work because the work is about the future of our children; theirs, not ours.  It is legacy work because even though we may not know it, we leave footprints in children’s lives, not just on the beaches. 

My granddaughter taught me about nobility and leaving a legacy when she joined our family as a 3-year old when our son married her mother.  I had not seen this little girl before the first weekend she was at our house. I said to her, “Kyra, tomorrow we’re going to have a wonderful day.  We’re going to plant a Kyra tree.”  She said, “Oh, what is that?”  I said, “you’ll have to wait until tomorrow, but we’ll buy a tree and we’ll plant it and it will be your tree.”  

We didn’t set a time, but at 6:00 a.m. the next morning, there was this little face saying, “It’s time.”  I said, “Kyra, it’s dark outside and the nursery where we buy the tree isn’t open.”   She said, “it’s time, we have to get up.”  We got up, ate Cheerios and went to the nursery.  I told her to pick out any tree she wanted.  I told her we would take the tree home, plant it, and take care of it.  I told her “every time you come to the farm, you can water your tree, take care of it, and it will always be your tree.  And we’ll make a sign with your name for the front of it.”  She picked out a tree, we went home.  We walked around the farm without any luck in finding a place she wanted for her tree.   As we walked down the lane back toward the house, she stopped about 20 yards from the house and said, “right here. I want you to see it when you first drive in.”  

The most wonderful thing about that is that every morning when I leave, and every evening when I come home, there is Kyra’s tree.  Every time she comes to the farm, it is the first thing she sees and the last thing she says goodbye to as she leaves. 

We dug the hole, got the hose, put the tree in it.  She says, “I still don’t know what a Kyra tree is.”  I said, “you picked this tree out, we bought it, and I’m going to take care of it when you’re not here.  But when you come, you’re going to take care of it.  This is your tree forever.”  She said,  “Grandpa,” and I had never heard that before, “that’s cool.”

I’m watching this little girl stomping the dirt around this tree and the lesson was clear. “I’m probably never going to sit in the shade of this tree.”  But, she will and it will always be her tree.  

That’s what noble work is.    We plant trees in whose shade we will likely not sit.   We send our children to places we are not going to go because it’s about their life, not ours.  That is noble work.

When I speak with my voice, it comes from a place in my heart and soul that is created by this work and deepened by a sense of its nobility.   Charlie Brown knew what how deep it is when he said, “it’s coming from the bottom of my socks.”  It’s that deep.

Finally, when we come to the table, we bring a gift to the conversation.  Being an educator, a teacher, a principal, a superintendent and now Commissioner, for all these many years, has been my life.   And so much more . . . my role and mission, my vision for my life and my passion.   It has been and remains my life goal.   It is all of these, but it is so much more.  

Being a lifelong educator is more than a goal; it’s more than a role; it’s more than mission, vision, and passion…  It is my gift.  It is my gift to claim, to receive, and to ride for all it’s worth.

No one is going to take that gift from me.  No one.  I honor students and I honor the work of teaching and learning by being here with you today. 

What will make our voice one to be heard will be the voice that promises for all the Kyras and Isaacs of the world, the gift of equity and excellence for each child and a better future for all of our children.  We must be the voices that promise to be accountable; promises to stand up for teaching all children and leaving no child behind; promise that we will make standards, assessment and accountability our job, our work, . . . our place; promise our students our best instruction and that it will not be defined by the limits of what can be tested.

We must promise a system of assessment that gives us the feedback we need, when we need it to ensure high levels of achievement for all students.  We must promise our classrooms will be the center of the school’s work and that teaching and learning will be the core of our work.  And, we must promise that students will be the center of all that we do.

These are promises worth keeping.  

In conclusion, my advice for any issues we face including NCLB or any of its stepchildren, is the same as I remind myself of on a regular basis.  To have our place at the table, we have to be the voices for the children and the voices of the profession. 

This is starfish work.  This is noble work.   This is village work. 

This work is so important that . . . 

We just can’t allow . . ..

· Anyone to steal our heart.  It is where the kids, the work and passion reside.  

· We just can’t allow anyone to walk in our house with his or her dirty feet.  This is our profession and anyone who wants to be a part of the partnership in this work, will respect it as such.

· And, no one . . . ever . . . ever . . . ever silences our voice.

Getting to do this work is our gift. 
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