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While doing research for this book, I met Glenny Soto. She was the receptionist at the Best Western in Fall River, Massachusetts, when I checked in. The place was quiet, except for two pretty little girls who were playing in the lounge at the front of the hotel.

 I asked Glenny if they were her children. She gave me one of those smiles only a mother can give. So I said, “Do your kids go to school here in Fall River?” She nodded. The next question was obvious: “So how are the schools?”

 The answer is the reason for this book: “I am so proud of my girls. They are so bright. The older one was reading at the second grade level when she was in kindergarten. But I don’t like the schools. She is now in second grade and still reading at second grade level. I don’t know what to do. . . .”

 This book is for you, Glenny, and every frustrated parent like you.
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Preface



I used to be the general counsel of the Los Angeles Unified School District. I took the job because the superintendent who hired me, former Colorado governor Roy Romer, was committed to thorough reform of a highly dysfunctional district. We did not succeed.

I also used to be a political consultant. Given that background, our failure particularly troubled me because one important cause was the lack of widespread popular support for what we wanted to do. People had voted for reform but then did nothing to help us. What could bother a political consultant more?

But that was not the end of my frustration. For many years, when a lawyer in private practice, I tried big antitrust cases in court. A key question many times was why some enterprises would succeed and others inevitably fail. To prove such points required building up extensive expertise in management theory. When I arrived at the school district, I found the same knowledge was a great background for understanding how to reform a school district. No one else seemed to care.

There were lots of steps we should have taken, but no one (other than Romer and a few allies) was talking about them inside the district or in the periodic elections for the school board. Everyone professed to want better schools, but the candidates were not specifying what they would do, and no one else was even demanding they come up with the details. So although voters thought they were supporting change, they really had no idea whether their candidates were likely to make things better—or not. 

As the national focus on school reform grew in 2007–2008, all of the problems I saw in Los Angeles seemed to be reappearing on a national scale. There was not a broad-based movement that would support reform, and the issues being discussed were not the ones likely to yield positive change. I knew how legislation got made from my stints as a senior staffer in both the California State Senate and the United States Senate. I sensed what was coming, and it was not good.

It was time for me to write a book. The result, which you are now reading, is intended to do more than just encourage you—whether you are a political leader, educator, parent, or taxpayer—to participate. It is intended to get you to promote the things that matter. 

How do we know what those things are? There are hundreds of schools around the country that are high performing or transforming. They show what matters and prove it can be done. 

This book reports on what those ideas and strategies are. Starting in December 2008, I began a sixteen-state road trip that eventually took me to forty public school districts, charters, private, and parochial schools.[1] 

Most of the stops were in places that had distinguished themselves, either by being high-performing districts or by having transformed themselves from mediocre institutions into significantly improving ones. For example, my first two stops were in Plano, Texas, and Overland Park, Kansas (the Blue Valley School District), both suburban districts that set a standard for what a well-organized, high-performing school system should look like. 

From there, I went on to investigate all the big cities in the Northeast, from Boston to Washington, as well as some of the smaller or suburban schools that cluster around them, such as Lawrence, Massachusetts; Great Neck, New York; and Montgomery County, Maryland. And there were other big cities: Chicago, Miami-Dade, Fort Lauderdale-Broward, San Diego, New Orleans, Milwaukee, Cleveland, Denver, Minneapolis, and, of course, Los Angeles.

But I also visited others that one might not consider. There were the winners and finalists for the Broad Prize, which goes to the most improved urban school district in America. Among those were Brownsville, Texas, and the Aldine District in North Houston, which won in 2008 and 2009 respectively. And while in Texas, I spent time in Freeport and Lake Jackson, whose Brazosport district won high praise for its extraordinary turnaround in the 1990s when it was recognized by the Educational Research Service as the first school district in the United States to have eliminated achievement gaps between African American, Hispanic, white, and low-socioeconomic students. I went to Pearl River, New York, a small town in Rockland County that won the National Institute of Standards and Technology’s Baldrige Award in 2001 for excellence in public education. Then there was Iredell County, North Carolina, which won the same award in 2008. From there, I drove about sixty miles to Watauga County, a small rural district that has consistently been one of the highest performers in the state. 

On top of that, there were visits to charters, like KIPP and Green Dot, which have received wide recognition; prominent parochial schools; and even Phillips Andover, one of the best-known private boarding schools in the country. Its headmaster for many years was Ted Sizer, an education theorist whose ideas appear throughout this book. 

The story of what they have done should give you three things that are extraordinarily valuable in renewing our schools. First is context. How does some particular idea fit into the larger picture of change? Second are the details. What should we actually do? And third, and most importantly, confidence that it can be done—because it has been done in all sorts of places that have all manner of challenges all over the United States.

NOTE

 1. The forty schools and districts are Aldine Independent School District (Houston, TX); Baltimore City, MD; Blue Valley School District (Overland Park, KS); Boston, MA; Brazosport Independent School District (Freeport/Lake Jackson, TX); Broward Co., FL; Brownsville Independent School District (Brownsville, TX); Chicago, IL; Cleveland, OH; Denver, CO; Duval Co., FL; Fairfax Co., VA; Fall River, MA; Great Neck, NY; Green Dot Charter Schools (Los Angeles, CA); Harlem Children’s Zone (New York, NY); State of Hawaii; Iredell Co., NC; Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) Charter Schools (San Francisco, CA); Lawrence, MA; Long Beach, CA; Los Angeles, CA; Miami-Dade Co., FL; Milwaukee, WI; Minneapolis, MN; Montgomery Co., MD; New Britain, CT; New York City, NY: Pearl River; NY; Philadelphia, PA; Phillips Andover Academy (Andover, MA); Plano Independent School District (Plano, TX); Portsmouth, VA; Prince George’s Co., MD; Recovery School District (New Orleans, LA); Rochester, NY; Roslyn, NY; St. Ignatius Loyal Academy (Baltimore, MD); San Diego, CA; Servite High School (Anaheim, CA); Strategic Learning Initiatives Charter Schools (Chicago, IL); Watauga Co., NC.


Introduction



For most of the twentieth century, American public education was an exercise in mass production. From the way teachers were trained, to the contracts by which they were employed, to how kids were instructed, the system reflected many of the same attitudes and operations of a car plant. It was neither flexible nor innovative. It could educate some kids, but not all, and even then, there was a question about whether those who were capable of learning in the environment really were getting everything they could from their education.

Starting in the 1950s and 1960s, things began to change. The combination of the civil rights movement and the decline of American manufacturing, which had historically offered good jobs and good wages to those who did not have a great education, suddenly created a demand that every child had a right, indeed a need, for quality instruction. The fact that many of them were minorities, ethnically or linguistically, or had learning disabilities, or were just plain poor, did not matter. This country recognized that, both morally and economically, a better-educated America was an absolute necessity.

Mass-production education cannot fulfill that promise. Education that will reach every child has to be professional and artisanal. That is, teachers have to learn and apply a widely accepted body of knowledge about both content and methods of instruction. But in so doing, they have to act as if they were craftspeople, turning the raw material of each five-year-old’s mind and body into an accomplished seventeen-year-old high school graduate who has been motivated to use his or her individual talents and interests to grow into an empowered young adult. 

The great challenge of American education in the twenty-first century is how to move from the old vision to the new one.

 

* * *

 

The high-performing or transforming schools discussed in the book have taken great steps to meet the promise of educating every child. While the details of their strategies have varied at times, they all share one thing in common: they did not simply change one thing or even ten. They changed entire systems, from restructuring the role of the central office to how they trained teachers and delivered instruction. And they pushed, sometimes successfully, for changes in state or federal policies that could make their task easier. As daunting as that sounds, their high performance or profound improvement demonstrates it is possible.

As you read how they met their goals, keep in mind the challenge of systemic change:

	•
	There are no silver bullets and no demons. No one-shot fixes. If you do not understand that all the moving parts in the system work together, something vital will inevitably not get done.





	•
	There are some subjects, like “pay for performance” and tenure, which would occupy little space if we were discussing solely what works in the forty districts and schools. They turn out to be minor issues in the context of changing virtually all of the working elements of our education system. But in the current political climate, they are major. Without understanding how they fit in the larger picture, you will inevitably be caught blind-sided somewhere in the debate.





	•
	Describing what systemic change should look like is one thing. Explaining how we get there—or stay there—is something else entirely. Without a firm understanding of the challenges in changing people’s attitudes or overturning decades of public policy, no movement can hope to succeed.





There is one other caution to keep in mind: There is a temptation when discussing public policy to think that we can dictate the details of excellence in rules written in Washington or some state capital. That is the same mind-set as the old mass-production version of education, where superintendents and central office administrators so lacked trust in the capabilities of principals and teachers that they thought the right answer was to dictate everything to the field. 

Just as that vision at the school level should now be deemed outmoded, so should its clone in the larger world of public policy be viewed as “so last century.” One cannot write all the rules for system change into legislation. The policies that will work are those that get the right people into the right kind of organizations, empowered to use their discretion well to make good decisions. 

The same is true for accountability. The best accountability system does not rely on the state or federal governments, which are distant from the scene, but on parents and taxpayers who are closest to a school. They are most likely to see a school’s work immediately and to best understand its impact on kids. Whatever rules legislators do write should focus on fostering local participation and local accountability.

Whether you are one of those making decisions or someone holding them accountable for their judgment, this book will hopefully empower you to make a meaningful contribution to such an important and challenging task. 


Part I

The Basics of School Reform



Chapter One

Management Theory 101



Downtown Brownsville, Texas, has an otherworldly feel. Nestled in a crook in the Rio Grande near where it empties into the Gulf of Mexico, the narrow streets are filled with stores selling cheap merchandise to Mexicans or to the poor from the local Hispanic community, which is often just a few years removed from the other side of the border. It is not a place that gives you the feeling that something special is happening in the local schools. You would be wrong. In 2008, Brownsville won the Broad Prize for having the most improved urban school district in America. 

The great gulf between good districts and bad ones is not about race or income. If anyone harbors the notion that a majority white district is necessarily “good,” and that a majority minority one is self-evidently “bad,” that person simply does not know the state of education in this country ten years into the twenty-first century. 

The differences in American school districts are less about the wealth of the community or the color of the students they serve than about how they organize and manage the instruction they provide. Brownsville may not look like Beverly Hills, but in a head-to-head comparison of how well they are both run, I’d be willing to put my money on the south Texas entry. 

THE FOUR QUESTIONS

What, then, is the key to that organization and management?

All enterprises in the twenty-first century, including manufacturers and service industries, strive for innovation and flexibility that will best meet consumer needs. As economist Gary Hamel described it in his book The Future of Management,[1] that pushes them toward a flattened hierarchy, with few layers of bosses and more empowered workers, where decisions are made close to the shop or the customer. 

It is a prescription that fits perfectly for the crisis we face in education. For over one hundred years, we have treated elementary and secondary education as assembly line, mass production—one curriculum, taught one way, by one teacher, with little variation. Almost twenty years ago, when we decreed that every child can learn, that kind of one-size-fits-all mass production was out—although we may not have realized it at the time. 

The goal of educating every child committed schools to not losing sight of any “customer.” The techniques of mass production could not do that. On the contrary, decentralizing power to the schools and empowering teachers to tailor education to the distinct needs of students is precisely the best way to guarantee we can educate every child.

It is the key strategy in high-performing school systems internationally,[2] and it is fundamental to the high-performing districts I visited on my road trip around America.

How do we get there? We start by recognizing that education is a service. It faces the same challenges as any service enterprise whose goal is to build in innovation and excellence that will serve every customer. They are captured in four questions:

	•
	How do you recruit, train, and motivate good leaders (such as superintendents and principals)?





	•
	How do you recruit, train, and motivate good service providers (such as teachers)?





	•
	How do you “not lose sight of the customer” (in this case, students and parents)? 





	•
	How do you continuously improve, testing whether what you are doing is working and whether you are adapting successfully to the world around you?





The first two questions are fundamental to any service business. All it has to sell are the skills of its workers. That means it needs the right people, trained well, and properly motivated to do their jobs. Experts have long said “teacher quality,” is key, but so is the quality of the administrators who lead them.

The third question may be even more important because it goes to the heart of whether any business survives. If that business loses sight of its customers’ needs, those customers are not going to be happy. In mass-production education, losing sight of customers was not a sometime thing. It was the inevitable result of a rigid, top-down system where, one could justifiably say, “only the strong survive.” The only reason that the schools persisted was that they were geographic monopolies. Ignoring kids or parents did not matter because most people had nowhere else to go.

However, the monopoly also created the opposite problem. Most service businesses try to find a niche, a particular group of customers that they can serve better than anyone else. It gives them a competitive edge and does not stretch them beyond their expertise. 

Not public schools. They had to serve everyone. Even the best staff would have found that challenging, and nothing about most schools or their staffs was that flexible and innovative. The only option was to dumb down instruction in order to meet an obligation no reasonable business would assume.

The largest parts of this book flesh out these issues in answer to the first three of the questions; there are sections on leaders, teachers, and students and their parents.

There is, however, no separate section for our fourth question—how to keep getting better. Rather, almost every discussion in the book revisits this idea because continuous improvement is fundamental to virtually any aspect of the professional and artisanal vision of schooling.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT—TOTAL QUALITY MANAGEMENT

Starting in the early 1980s, American business leaders discovered W. Edwards Deming and his game-changing idea—total quality management (TQM). TQM emphasizes that enterprises need to focus on cooperation, teamwork, customer satisfaction, and continuous improvement.[3] All of these ideas are alien to much of twentieth-century mass production, certainly education mass production. The adoption of any one of them would have a substantial effect on traditional public schools. The adoption of all of them, especially the dual commitments to data-driven decision making and continuous improvement, has had an extraordinary impact in the relatively few districts where it has happened.

TQM requires there be agreement on a vision and a determination of a set of benchmarks to assess the realization of the vision. It demands a willingness to admit failure if the benchmarks come up short, and it encourages innovation to identify what else might work better. 

If students are not learning, continuous improvement pushes administrators and teachers to figure out how to improve the results.[4] Not just once, but over and over. It has to be, after all, continuous. Any idea of a silver bullet is out, and the old “one lesson plan forever” way of teaching finished.[5] 

The move to data-driven decision making and continuous improvement in education began in the late 1980s, not long after businesses discovered its value. A few districts decided to implement all of Deming’s TQM philosophy, and others adopted at least some form of disciplined continuous improvement. Eventually, the federal government and some thirty-six state governments began formally to encourage the process by creating awards for exemplary performance using TQM or similar strategies. The federal government’s is called the Baldrige Award, named for former commerce secretary Malcolm Baldrige. Several of the districts I visited are Baldrige winners, and others have been finalists in the Baldrige competition.[6] Almost all of the districts and several of the charters I saw had adopted a form of TQM or at least a disciplined version of continuous improvement. And that, in turn, has affected virtually everything they have subsequently done. It is why you won’t see one section on continuous improvement; you will simply see its role over and over again in every part of the book.

KEEPING THE STUDENT-TEACHER TRANSACTION IN FOCUS

Before moving on, there is one other piece of Management 101 to think about while reading this book: Everything must be evaluated in terms of how it relates to the transaction between the student and teacher (or perhaps computer). 

For example, merely creating a charter school does not guarantee a good result. That will happen only if the charter adopts practices that actually improve instruction. When we realize that, we can understand why charter test scores in most surveys are not materially better than those of public schools. In almost all states, charters have to comply with far fewer state mandates than traditional public schools, and some will use that freedom well when it comes to restructuring the classroom. But some won’t. Merely being a charter guarantees nothing.

So whatever change is discussed in the following chapters, think about how it affects that teacher-student transaction. 

That is not all you should keep in mind when thinking about students and teachers—and how they relate to one another. Both bring attitudes and expectations, which I am going to call “headspace,” into the classroom. It is as important as the mechanics of instruction. If teachers do not believe students can learn, or if students do not believe in themselves, we are not going to see the results for which we yearn. 

Headspace is a problem often given no more than lip service by those who think about renewing our schools. Just because you can’t see it doesn’t mean it is not there. Headspace is at least half the battle. It deserves at least half the attention.

NOTES

 1. Gary Hamel, The Future of Management (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2007).

 2. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United States (Paris: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2010), 243.

 3. Colleen A. Capper and Michael T. Jamison, “Let the Buyer Beware: Total Quality Management and Educational Research and Practice,” Educational Researcher 22, no. 8 (Nov. 1993): 25–30, 25.

 4. National Working Group on Funding Student Learning, Funding Student Learning (School Finance Redesign Project, Center on Reinventing Public Education, University of Washington, Bothell, WA, October 2008), 13.

 5. In 2010, the National Conference of State Legislatures was still complaining that federal policy was too compliance oriented, rather than being focused on achievement and results. National Conference of State Legislatures, Education at a Crossroads: A New Path for Federal and State Education Policy (Denver, CO: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2010), 19. 

 6. Michael J. Schmoker and Richard B. Wilson, Total Quality Education: Profiles of Schools That Demonstrate the Power of Deming’s Management Principles (Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation, 1993).


Chapter Two

Human Relations 101



The problem in public education is not the students. It is the adults.

Reform is not about changing kids. For better or worse, we cannot find the stork and send them back for better, more educable, more focused models. We have what we have.

What we change are adults. We change their attitudes. We change their training. We change their motivations. If nothing else works, we can change them.

That is messy. We cannot simply order reform and expect it to happen. Getting people to change their behavior, let alone how they see the world, cannot be accomplished by fiat. It is largely about art and nuance and little about science and precision. 

It is why this book cannot simply be about what new policy we need to write in Washington. It is more complicated—and more frustrating—than that. It is why it is so important that any book on building good schools spend a great deal of time explaining how to put in place the right people, who, district by district and school by school, can make good things happen.

INDUSTRIAL VERSUS PROFESSIONAL

The problem is wonderfully illustrated by the conflicting views both school management and the teachers’ unions have about whether teachers are industrial workers or professionals.

Education leaders in the early twentieth century saw teachers as industrial-style workers. Schools needed vast numbers of instructors in order to build and operate a system that was rapidly expanding to serve millions of children. The early Progressives believed that the best way to assure quality in a modestly educated teacher workforce that included large numbers of women and minorities was to create the school equivalent of the assembly line. That meant closely directing what teachers taught and how they taught it. 

The industrial model of teaching in turn determined the nature of on-site management. The principals were not to be collaborators with their faculties but managers, assuring the workers followed directions. It was top-down, often arrogant, sometimes arbitrary, rarely collegial. And it inspired exactly what it was set up to defeat: lack of transparency, cronyism, and favoritism. 

Teachers did not, at least in their own minds, think of themselves the same way management did. However undereducated teachers may have been in the eyes of school leaders, they had more education than most. It was a social distinction they wanted recognized. 

But their objections were not just social. They were real and practical—and the reasons for the objections justifiably made teachers feel more like professionals than autoworkers. 

Teachers had to apply districts’ top-down, mass-production strategies in the classroom. They realized that such central office directives often needed to be modified—if not ignored—in order to be workable. Not every child and not every classroom’s dynamics were the same. (The semi-disconnect between what the central office dictates and what winds up happening in the class has been given a name—“loose coupling.”) 

However, they could not bargain or strike over these directives, so they accommodated to them, which meant that they retreated to their classroom to work out what to do with the “boss’s orders” when facing real kids. It reinforced the desire for teacher autonomy. It probably squelched collaboration, which, by its very nature, would have made any decision to ignore the directives far more visible to principals and superintendents.[1] It all stoked a sense of isolation and alienation, but it was better than the alternative. And it continues to this day in too many schools.[2] 

The Story of Fred Bateman

The seeming schizophrenia surrounding teachers’ roles in schools is nicely illustrated by Fred Bateman, the executive director of the Urban Superintendents Association, who started out in the early 1960s as a teacher in Lynchburg, Virginia. The Lynchburg School Board provided precise and detailed curriculum and lesson plans to its teachers. Each was expected to be teaching the same thing at the same time throughout the school year. It was the industrial view.

The district had a supervisor who regularly visited schools to make sure its program was being closely followed. However, at least at Bateman’s school, she would not park in front when she came to visit; she parked behind the school and hoped that by entering through a back door, she could surprise the teachers.

Bateman and his colleagues, however, were on to her. They were not following the district’s curriculum and lesson plans. They saw themselves as capable professionals who should adapt the district’s program to the needs and interests of their students. Of course, there was the problem of what to do about the surprise inspections.

It turned out that not all the teachers’ classrooms were on the main floor, facing the front of the building. The shop class was in the basement and had windows facing out the back of the building. The shop teacher had a good view of where the inspector parked. Whenever she visited, he would quickly send an alert upstairs to his fellow faculty members. They would promptly move to where they should be on the specified curriculum. The inspector would come, observe, and leave—none the wiser. They, of course, would revert to what they thought they should be doing after she left.

So Bateman’s management had one view of life; the teachers had another. It’s an arrangement repeated all over the country.

Will the Real Supporter of Twenty-First-Century Education Please Stand Up?

Notwithstanding these feelings of professionalism, when the locals of the two large national teachers’ unions, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) and the National Education Association (NEA), began collective bargaining in the 1960s, they responded to management’s industrial vision with an industrial vision of their own. Leo Casey, who is a vice president of the United Federation of Teachers in New York and often a spokesperson for the current AFT president, Randi Weingarten, has written that the union took as its template “the contracts of the progressive industrial unions of the era, such as Walter Reuther’s United Auto Workers.”[3] 

That set a trend. For the past almost fifty years, teacher contracts have looked “industrial,” whatever teachers say about being “professional.” The agreements have faithfully continued the single salary schedule, where all teachers earn the same amount—except for additional sums based on advanced education work and years of service. The single salary schedule long antedated collective bargaining, but it fit the union’s industrial strategy. So did seniority and “bumping,” where more senior workers could “bump” junior ones in the event of a cutback in employment. Tenure also existed long before collective bargaining, but it too fit the industrial mold. And teachers’ required hours at school were closely specified, even though teachers worked many more in the quiet of their own homes.

The contracts did not look much like an agreement with professionals. There was no agreed-upon body of knowledge. Licensure was a weak sieve, and the unions had nothing to do with its administration anyway. Nor did they discipline members or even assume any obligation for the failure of one of their colleagues to exercise some minimal level of competence. That was all left to the administration. In fact, hard-core unionists specifically objected to any such idea as breaching “worker solidarity.”

And, like industrial unions, the tone of the contracts was adversarial. Unions were not there to collaborate with management; they were there to oppose it.

In 1985, in the face of mounting criticism of the public schools unions, Albert Shanker, president of the AFT and a long-standing proponent of innovation,[4] called for a “second revolution” in collective bargaining, which would have brought teachers back in many ways to a professional vision of teaching. He proposed changing the union’s positions on several key issues, including protecting incompetent teachers, teacher standards and certification, merit pay, and school choice.[5] He also advocated creation of meaningful standards for curriculum and student achievement, which led to the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS). 

Unfortunately, his call went largely unheeded for over two decades by those who followed him as leaders at the AFT and NEA. They paid lip service to many of his ideas, but did little.

Management, on the other hand, was moving. They began, sometimes slowly and often haphazardly, to abandon the vision of mass-production education. Instead, they started to build a school model that attempted to work with every child. That led management to want teachers who would do more than teach the same set of lesson plans year after year. Where the new vision has fully evolved (as we shall discuss later), teachers are in fact being asked to do what is effectively a new and different job. It is more demanding, more complicated, more intense. It is, in other words, more professional. 

While the NEA has maintained its hostility to most reform ideas since then, the AFT’s Weingarten has tried to find a way forward that accommodates some management demands. She has support from an increasingly large number of younger teachers and from a few AFT and NEA locals that have banded together in an organization called Teachers Union Reform Network (TURN). 

But she faces a real challenge, especially with her older members.[6] They remember the initial union-organizing fights, still value the union, and remain focused on the things that animated them in the first place: traditional issues of pay, job protections, and teacher autonomy.[7] And they are wedded to some degree to the job they trained for, knew, and had worked at for years.

Unfortunately, if all of that leaves your head reeling, it is still more complicated. Under pressure to get quick results or because of a distrust of teachers’ effectiveness, some superintendents associated with reform and professionalization have reverted to top-down control and a heavily scripted curriculum, much like their predecessors of fifty years ago. Although they may think of themselves as still in the vanguard of reform, they are contradicting their own message. When that happens, the unions may not be on the side of the status quo. They may actually wind up back on the side of professionalization.

If there is any “truth” worth remembering here, it is that outside observers are probably well advised to be cautious in picking sides. Go back to the advice in Management 101 and figure out what is going to have a positive effect on the student-teacher transaction.
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Chapter Three

Politics 101



Public schools are governed by state and federal law. The right laws make the renewal of our schools easier. The wrong laws make it nigh impossible. Here is a perfect example of the problem:

MONEY MAY BE THE SALVATION; THEN AGAIN,  IT MAY BE THE ROOT OF ALL EVIL

The 1960s’ “white flight” left many inner cities heavily poor and minority. Suddenly it was apparent that the old way of funding schools through property taxes left some districts with a depleted tax base and far less money per student than other, wealthier suburban enclaves. The United States Supreme Court rejected the argument that such funding violated the Constitution’s Equal Protection Clause,[1] but many state courts adopted the reasoning and ordered their legislatures to remedy the problem.[2] 

In response, these states assumed a much larger role in local school funding. The combination of state and federal funding has actually given at least some urban districts more than their suburban counterparts, so that the conception that they are inevitably “poorer” may simply not be true. Here are some examples:

 

Annual Per Student Spending (2007–2008)






	California
	Michigan



	Oakland (urban)—$10,036
	Detroit (urban)—$12,016



	San Ramon Valley (suburban)—$8,434
	Troy (suburban)—$10,960



	Georgia
	Missouri 



	Atlanta (urban)—$13,516
	St. Louis (urban)—$14,353



	Cobb (suburban)—$9,428
	Rockwood (suburban)—$8,263[3] 







(That does not mean that all problems of equalization are solved. When equalizing funding still seemed to leave minority schools with inadequate support, the next legal effort, begun in the late 1980s, focused on the “adequacy” of the amount of money being offered. It has not yielded the same results as the equalization suits, and, although an interesting story, not relevant here.)

While equalization was undoubtedly a worthy objective, it has come at a cost that in some ways is so significant that it inhibits the very reform that it was trying to promote.

Equalization required rejiggering school finance, so that in most states, a majority of the funds for all districts, and especially for districts with large numbers of the poor, no longer comes from local taxes. Instead of being based on property values, these districts now rely on the proceeds of state sales, income, or capital gains taxes, and the beneficence of the state legislature. For example, in California, only 27.85 percent of Oakland’s revenue in 2004–2005 came from local sources, while San Ramon’s was 69.5 percent local. In Missouri, 39.3 percent of St. Louis’s money was local, but 72.6 percent of Rockwood’s was.[4] 

But a dollar is not just a dollar in the school business. A state dollar and a local dollar are very different when it comes to running a good school.

Stability of funding matters. State revenues often swing wildly because the states (with the exception of Vermont) are required to balance their budgets. Unless they are willing to increase taxes during economic downturns (a highly unpopular thing to do in recessions), they have less money for schools—or anything else. And instead of settling on a budget in March, they may go back and forth into the summer wrestling with the politics of who gets what. 

In 2009 and 2010, the states were thrown a lifeline by the Obama administration, which provided $40 billion the first year and $10 billion the second in emergency funding to avoid teacher layoffs.[5] However, that support will not continue in 2011, reminding everyone just how unstable state funding can be.

That instability does not hit everyone equally. Until the recession of 2009–2010, local taxes were a stable revenue source. Property values did not dip much; on the contrary they had experienced a relatively steady rise over the decades. When downturns attack state budgets, districts that still rely on local property taxes have much less difficulty adjusting. They simply lose less. And they care about it less, allowing them to move forward without waiting for the legislature to sort things out. 

Meanwhile, urban districts are unsure about the amount of money they have to spend. As we shall see when we discuss the problems of hard-to-staff schools, hard-pressed urban districts have a raft of challenges in filling positions promptly. One of them is uncertainty about how much money they will have for the coming year. And that restrains them from hiring, or at least forces them to hire at a slower pace than districts whose funding is based on local property taxes. 

Similarly, as the 2009–2010 crisis has shown, these same districts are the ones more likely to fire teachers or at least hand out warnings about termination, either of which is terribly demoralizing. And either of which gives every teacher substantial motivation to move to a district not burdened by such ups and downs.

That is not the only frustration instability causes. One year, when the state is flush, the superintendent asks the staff to make plans for some new reform initiative. They do, with great enthusiasm. But by the time the plan is ready to go, the state’s finances are in trouble. Everything is shelved, and the only concern is about hanging on. It is demoralizing.

The other great advantage to the local dollars is that they are unrestricted. Districts can make their own decisions about how to use the money. Some state money comes the same way; it goes to a district’s general fund. 

But the federal government has always required its education money to be used for specific purposes, and many states have over the years increasingly done the same thing. It is called “categorical” funding, and when trying to renew a school, or even to maintain an already high-performing one, managing how to deal with such strings is a major preoccupation.

There is a long catalog of evils attached to categorical funding. The money appropriated often does not cover the cost of what is required. A particularly irksome statute is the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), a law originally passed in 1975 to help those with learning disabilities, which you will read about at several points in the book. The federal government has a long list of requirements, but it has never funded more than 17 percent of the cost—despite promises to cover 40 percent. 

The categoricals also layer one on top of the other. They can be contradictory, and old ones rarely are repealed. Few are ever checked for their effectiveness. For example, a California program provides money to fix up school bathrooms, and while the auditors do check to see if the money was spent on restroom maintenance, no one tries to assess if the bathrooms really became any cleaner.[6] 

In a district trying to be inventive and flexible, categorical funding can be a problem, unless there is money specifically available to support the innovation at hand. When I spoke to superintendents about categoricals, they rolled their eyes. They could work with them, but it vastly complicated their jobs and made principals into bureaucrats rather than innovators. I understood. When I was LA’s general counsel, I had one lawyer assigned almost full-time to find ways to keep us “just this side of the line” with categorical funding.

The amount of money tied up in categorical funding has grown into a significant share of all nonlocal support. All federal money is categorical. In states, it varies. In California, for example, there are approximately eighty categorical programs that account for over one-third of the state’s spending on public education.[7] The resulting funding structure is so complex one Los Angeles Times columnist called it “[not] merely inefficient and ineffective, it’s insane.”[8] 

AUTHORITY, RESPONSIBILITY, AND FUNDING AND THEIR IMPACT ON POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

The “money” story is a perfect introduction to two problems with which any effort at renewal will have to grapple constantly.

Organizations that are vibrant and thriving are more likely to have responsibility, authority, and funding all focused in the same place. That used to be the way it was in all school districts. They funded themselves from local property taxes, which they set. They wrote most of their own rules. And when they failed, it was fair to attribute responsibility to the school board and superintendent. 

That is not true anymore. Over the past fifty years, the state and federal governments have taken to writing all sorts of laws dealing with schools, some of which are the strings in categorical programs, some of which are not. And, as I just described, funding has moved away from local districts as well. 

Nonetheless, when a school gets bad test scores, the school, the district, and the school board get all the blame. This separation of responsibility, authority, and funding has inevitably driven up political grandstanding and driven down public participation in school districts. Parents are still active in schools, but few see the benefit of closely watching what happens when the board meets. All the action seems to have gone elsewhere. If one wants to do something, the state capitol seems like a more logical place to go. 

That is a tragedy because it often leaves district politics and therefore decisions dominated by narrow interest groups, to the likely detriment of the students the district is supposed to serve.

Having said that, state and federal policy are important, even in a world where responsibility, authority, and funding are better aligned. No discussion of renewal can focus exclusively on districts. The great challenge is building a political action agenda at the state and federal level that actually has some likelihood of bringing about real improvements all the way down at the level of the student-teacher interaction. That requires understanding the process well enough to set the right priorities and resist cheap, if seductive, sloganeering. 

At the end of this book in appendix I is a proposed action plan for changing schools. Some of it is focused on districts, and some parts address state and federal reform. It summarizes what you will have read and should make you as comfortable in the corridors of Congress as in the halls of your neighborhood elementary school. You will now know what is necessary for quality education and what is required to get there. Your job is to act.
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Part II

Leaders



Let’s begin with Question One: How does a district recruit, train, and motivate its leaders? 

We talk a great deal about teacher quality being central to a good education—as if superintendents and principals do not matter. Wrong. A district’s leaders set the tone. They are the ones who maintain the standards that ensure high performance, or they drive reform. 

We want independent-minded, hardworking people who understand education, management, and politics from top to bottom. Mass production did not require such people; in fact, they would have probably been distrusted in the mass-production era. But if we want to move beyond that era into a time of high-performing, flexible, innovative enterprises, we have to move beyond mass production–style leaders.[1] 
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Chapter Four

Superintendents



Reform efforts may fail even with a good superintendent—but they cannot succeed without one. Without the right leader, even a good district can go sour. A great superintendent is key. 

Finding that person is the most important choice a school board member—or mayor[1] —will likely ever face. And that decision will require a lot of hard thinking and discussion. 

The conversation cannot be limited to the board members themselves. Anyone in the community interested in education has to participate. So here is another set of four questions that will help decide not only who is right for the job, but also define what the job is that the new superintendent is supposed to do. 

The first three guide the selection process:

	•
	What is the situation on the ground that the new superintendent will face?





	•
	What do we want the new superintendent to do in the existing situation? 





	•
	What skills and traits should the new superintendent have in order to do that job well?





Finally, just as important as the role of the superintendent will be the role of the school board or the mayor who does the hiring. So we end with a fourth, important question: 

	•
	What are the responsibilities and the role of the board or the mayor?





WHAT IS THE SITUATION ON THE GROUND? 

The role the new superintendent will play varies from district to district. However, that role will be effective only if there is broad agreement about it. Are parents expecting a reformer or someone who will retain the status quo, and are their views shared by the board? And does the superintendent concur in what the board wants her to do once in office? 

In districts that are already high performing, the new superintendent is going to be expected to understand and perpetuate their successful operating strategies and culture. Sounds logical and simple enough, but it isn’t. On the one hand, the new superintendent may not understand why the district has been successful, with the result that she abandons one or more key elements of the formula for success. That is precisely what happened in the Brazosport district after Gerald Anderson left in 2000. The new superintendent was persuaded to reduce the frequency of student assessment, and, over time, the achievement gap, which Anderson had closed, reappeared. The lesson to the board: If you want the new superintendent to follow the path of the last one, make that clear up front.

On the other hand, the satisfaction with the status quo may lead to undervaluing the need for innovation. The new superintendent cannot be a slavish adherent to “how we do things here.” Places like Blue Valley and Plano have demonstrated that continuous improvement and adaptation is as important for them as it is for a turnaround situation. The lesson to the board: Don’t suggest adhering to the old ways is necessarily good. The bridge between these two contradictory lessons: See if the new superintendent is a believer in continuous improvement, so that, while she is open to changes in the status quo, she won’t approve any unless they are tested thoroughly first. 

When a turnaround is required, the first question is: How far along are things when the new superintendent is hired? In some lucky districts, like Pearl River in 1989 and Brazosport in 1991, the boards did not just decide they wanted reform. They went further by deciding to adopt TQM (total quality management). That meant the new superintendent did not have to invent the broad vision, but he did have to adhere to it. The lesson: This hire is risky unless the new superintendent understands, and willingly agrees with, the board plan. The phrase “fully informed consent” comes to mind.

Most places are not as lucky as Pearl River. Boards may know they want change, but they do not know what it looks like. Here the burden falls entirely on the new superintendent. He or she has to come up with the plan and sell it to the board, the teachers, and an often-impatient community. It is the most common scenario, and the one that has played out in most large cities, like New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles. The lesson here: The new superintendent is going to have to be a superb politician as well as a savvy administrator. She is not just the designer of the plan, she will also have to be its chief advocate.

(Then there is the case where the board has not looked for a reformer but gotten one anyway. When Terry Holliday arrived in Iredell County, North Carolina, he found a modest district with no great outcry for thoroughgoing change. To his great credit, he was not willing to tolerate mediocrity and convinced his board that they should—and could—improve. The lesson to be drawn: Sometimes it is enough for a board to be open-minded and wise enough to see a good thing when it is presented to them. Their reward was that Iredell County won the Baldrige Award in 2008.) 

Then there is one other scenario. It is the one that spells trouble even before the new superintendent sets foot in his office. In San Diego in 1998, and Fall River, Massachusetts, in 2005, a narrow majority of the school board decided to press ahead with reform, over the objections of the reluctant minority. No superintendent with an ounce of common sense should accept that offer. Many of the major mistakes of school reform happen when someone decides, unwisely, to take on that challenge, in spite of a deep division on the board. 

Fall River is a good cautionary tale. After four years on the job, Nick Fischer was not renewed as superintendent. But later that year (2009), the high school achievement scores showed that Fischer had done a good job and was starting to raise district performance. He had also reduced the dropout rate more that year than any other district in the state. Based on the objective data, he should have remained. 

But Fischer was an outsider and therefore vulnerable to all the complaints about not doing things “the way they had always been done around here.” The district had historically functioned as a local employment agency, so many of the old-time teachers and principals were good friends of the mayor. They did not welcome the pressure of the new accountability system, a fundamental part of Fischer’s reform strategy, and they complained about the changes. The mayor then put pressure on the board. A single board member changed his vote on renewing Fischer’s contract, and a 4–3 split in his favor became a 3–4 split against him. 

There are two important lessons here. First, if the board and mayor are not ready to stick with the superintendent, don’t even bother to start down the path to reform. Without a clear understanding of everyone’s roles, and without a commitment to longevity and solidarity, nothing is going to happen.[2] 

Second, local culture and local history will have a great deal to do with whether school reform succeeds. The new superintendent needs to be sensitive to the politics of the district and able to navigate its currents. Otherwise, like Fischer, he or she will get the boot, even after real success.

The Cycle of Failure and the Blame Game

In high-performing districts, there is a sense that the board, the teachers, and the community are all on the same page. Over time, success has created trust. A new superintendent may well be found among the current district administration, because everyone shares a basic vision of success. 

None of that is true when there has been a cycle of repeated failure. New York, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC, have all gone through multiple attempts at reform. Again and again, after much-heralded planning and many meetings, nothing happened. Any internal candidates for superintendent are likely eliminated because they carry the taint of the last failure. Worse, people become dismissive of all the promises—perhaps recalling the old joke that insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting a different result.

The new superintendent will have to demonstrate why, this time, things are going to be different. One of the challenges will be to get everyone past the old “blame game.”

The educational blame game goes like this: 

School administration: We tried reform before, but you refused to cooperate (or just fell down on the job). 

Teachers: No, you disrespected us (or just made a hash of managing the program), so we pushed back.

In three districts I visited—Brazosport, Iredell County, and Pearl River—the new leadership was able to present a vision for improvement without anyone—not the community, the press, nor district officials—suggesting that the teachers or others had failed. The new superintendents were well aware that many principals and teachers would not be equal to the challenge, but they were careful not to begin the dialogue by suggesting, “It’s all your fault.” 

Then there is the diverse constituency blame game. It goes something like this:

Group A: All these so-called reforms are just handouts for _______ [fill in the blank: African Americans, Hispanics, the business community, voucher schools]. 

Group B: No, you people are just trying to hold on to ___________ [money, jobs, political power].

Neither side trusts the other side’s claims. And in this climate, no one can hear a call for improving student achievement as, well, a call for improving student achievement. There is always more than enough blame to go around, and everyone is spoiling for a grudge fight. People are stuck in a “zero-sum game,”[3] and there is no “win-win” scenario to get everyone on the same side. 

Wilfredo Laboy, who was the first Hispanic superintendent in Lawrence,[4] understood how to navigate through the problem. The district is now 70 percent Hispanic; however, around 25 percent of the city, as well as the power structure, remains white. He told me that when he was hired he was emphatic about who he was and what he was going to do: “I told them that I did not want to be hired because I was Hispanic. I told them I wanted to be hired because I was going to be a great superintendent who happened to be Hispanic.” 

Here is where parents and taxpayers have an important role in the reform process. If they are sucked into some version of the blame game, which means that they have taken their eyes off the prize of higher student achievement in favor of revisiting old wars, then reform is going to fail. Reform requires a coalition. Coalitions can never withstand the blame game. Never.

Likewise, superintendents have to understand that feeding the blame game rarely advances their cause in the long run, as we shall see later in the book. And boards, who are the most likely culprits in stirring up old antagonisms, just need to remember they have told the superintendent their goal is reform. They need to keep their eyes on that prize—as they promised. 

All of which means that if the blame game is in full swing, everyone who wants successful reform has to shut it down. Parents, taxpayers, and the superintendent all have to say that student achievement is more important than old antagonisms, and then they have to take the hardest step: heeding their own advice. 

Now that we understand where the district stands, it is possible to figure out what the superintendent must do and what kind of person we need to do it.

WHAT DOES A SUCCESSFUL SUPERINTENDENT NEED TO DO?

While some of the specific tasks in front of a turnaround superintendent may be different from those facing the leader of a high-performing district, the jobs’ overall requirements are really much the same. The difference is that the difficulty and intensity of meeting those requirements in one situation may be far different from what a superintendent will face in the other. 

The elements of any superintendent’s job are simple enough to list:

	•
	Build trust and confidence.





	•
	Communicate a strong vision.





	•
	Be a great role model.





	•
	Build a strong leadership team.





	•
	Be an education leader, an entrepreneurial manager, and a capable political actor.





Easy to say—but difficult to do. Let’s look at the job description in more detail.

Building Trust and Confidence

Building trust and confidence is the most fundamental job of a superintendent. She has to win over the board, the teachers, and the community. Unfortunately, the strategy for each one is different, depending, of course, on the “situation on the ground.”

The Board

The superintendents affirmed over and over again that they succeeded because they had the support of their boards or mayor—even when that was not the popular position. Chris Steinhauser in Long Beach spoke about board support in almost lyrical terms, calling it “the cornerstone” of the district’s success. Doris Kurtz in New Britain emphasized how important it was to keep the board from reflecting the underlying racial and economic divisions of the city, with its large immigrant population and shrinking, but still powerful, middle class. Her mission was to educate everybody. Her board supported her, and, most importantly, they did not let the old divisions split them into opposing camps.

Building the trust of the school board requires an immense commitment of time. There must be group meetings, one-on-one meetings, and probably some informal socializing. Every superintendent said the same thing. Keeping the board on track is a full-time job in itself. Actually getting to run the district is like the prize in the Cracker Jacks box.

There is also a more formal and more visible aspect of trust building. It begins with a basic tool of good organizational management—a written plan. Almost all the superintendents had quickly developed a plan showing how they were going to move forward over a multiyear period. (In some cases, the district had already written a plan. The new superintendents decided to adopt as much of that plan as they could—a wise move in building trust.) 

Plans were not just for transformational districts. Any district that had adopted TQM had to have one. TQM requires agreement on a vision, benchmarks to assess progress, a list of priorities, and a description of a way forward. No one can assemble all that without preparing a plan. However, even for districts I visited that had not adopted TQM plans, they all had at least some quantifiable goals and clear benchmarks that allowed the board and the superintendent to explain progress (or lack of it) to each other and to the community. More importantly, these plans served as a reminder for both the board and the superintendent that all their efforts had to be in the service of student achievement. 

The Teachers

Having the support of the board is critical when it comes to the second object of trust building: teachers. I heard from several transformational superintendents—Wilfredo Laboy, Tom Payzant (San Diego and Boston), and Gerald Anderson—that their resistant teachers and staff comforted themselves with the idea that “this too shall pass.” The board needs to send the same message as the superintendent: This program is not going to disappear, so get with it or get out. 

Once the superintendent has people’s attention, she can then get down to the more difficult challenge: getting buy-in. Her message has to be delivered with skill and nuance. On the one hand, there has to be enough criticism to justify abandoning old, comfortable ways of doing things. However, if it is over-the-top, the superintendent falls into the education blame game trap. 

That destroys the second part of the message: convincing the teachers that a new approach will make a positive difference and asking them to pull together in a common, noble effort to do better. Without some sense of being part of a gratifying, larger-than-self solution, teachers may be unwilling to help.[5] But if they think they have been unfairly blamed for past failure, the appeal will not work. If nothing else, they will not feel like joining a team led by someone who does not believe in them. 

The Community

In order to build trust, the superintendent has to sell three main messages:

	•
	“I care about the kids and the community.”





	•
	“I have the right judgment to run the district.”





	•
	“I have a plan that will make things better.”





As in all politics, these ideas must be framed in terms that are understandable and acceptable to the intended audience. And they have to be communicated quickly, or the superintendent will find her opponents have defined her in a less flattering way. 

Depending on the size and the character of the district, this job is a challenge.

Smaller Districts

The successful superintendents in smaller districts (like Portsmouth, Iredell County, or New Britain) did not rely heavily on media (frequently because small towns or suburbs did not have much) and built rapport directly. Often they had been interviewed by a group of community leaders during the selection process, but that did not seem to help much in building an image with their constituents. So starting on the day they arrived, they had to reach out. They worked at connecting with social and community networks. They held open houses and visited schools. 

By making personal appeals in small-scale events, these superintendents could frame the message, emphasizing the benefits of change and reducing anxiety about a new way of doing things. Even when they went to the media, there were only a few reporters and editors dealing with education. They could sit down one-on-one and develop rapport, which paid off when the story came out pretty much the way they wanted to tell it. 

Some of the superintendents used the Internet, though most were not fully comfortable with blogs or social-networking formats like Facebook. My sense is that most people, for now at least, still prefer to take the measure of a superintendent through face-to-face meetings, and superintendents feel the same way. Over time that may change, but, until it does, it operates to a new superintendent’s advantage.[6] 

Urban Districts

The job is far more challenging in large urban areas.

One potential source of conflict in major cities is often a muscular union. One study suggests that urban locals’ militancy results from the rough-and-tumble political environment, which is considerably more confrontational than in suburban or rural districts.[7] Suffice it to say, for whatever reason, the big-city unions happen to be dominated by people who have an industrial view of teaching and labor relations. Their job is not to accommodate to management, but to confront it. While I hardly can claim my visits were an exhaustive survey, none of the suburban or rural superintendents described their union leaders (if they even had a union) the same way the big-city folks did. 

The unions are not just militant; they know how to turn their attitude into big news. The press is always happy to report on finger pointing, and the unions have mastered the skill. That leads to more sniping than on a tough day in Afghanistan.

Moreover, big districts are often diverse. The various communities are likely to know little about each other, providing fertile ground for the constituency blame game: “He got his, so where is mine?” Organized protests get front-page photos; somebody screaming at a community meeting makes for a great TV clip. 

Political agendas are also involved. School boards, after all, are often stepping-stones to higher political office—and press coverage is essential in big cities for moving up that ladder. As we all know, negative messages get more coverage than positive ones. Playing on community distrust or grievance has long been a staple of American politics. And in education, unfortunately, the last fifty years of race and class issues have created a scenario for playing every kind of card. 

In the face of all that, a big-city superintendent cannot employ the same strategy as in a small town. It is difficult or impossible to get to enough places, and talk to enough people, to create the same comfort level. Michelle Rhee in Washington, DC, had a policy of being willing to talk to anyone, and several members of her staff told me they were in awe of her stamina in going to meeting after meeting. However, that still only amounted to a small percentage of the DC community. 

And Washington has only around 600,000 residents. Joel Klein in New York, Arne Duncan in Chicago, and Roy Romer in Los Angeles could never spend enough time on this kind of local stumping. 

So in a big city district, there’s no realistic alternative to trying to use the media. But using the major urban media to get your message out is a two-edged sword. You run the risk that the coverage will make you more enemies than friends. After all, the media thrive on controversy, which the unions (and perhaps others) are happy to provide. So in the name of “balanced reporting,” every story will devote some space to detractors who are eager to explain why this new face and all these new ideas are not what the district needs.

And now the question becomes, whom does audience trust? Is it going to be the new superintendent whom they have never seen before? Or is it going to be that wonderful teacher they have known forever?

The teachers are likely to start out ahead. People are inclined to trust teachers; after all, they have entrusted their children to them. The unions understand that. Their institutional advertising (like those TV spots with a teacher telling the viewer how much she is devoted to her students) has worked to build on that trust over many decades. 

Michelle Rhee’s tenure in Washington is a good demonstration of the problem. She quickly began criticizing teachers, and their union pushed back. While the white community did not put much store in what it had to say, the attacks had a damaging impact in large parts of the African American community, where teachers continued to be respected. 

Notwithstanding Rhee’s extraordinary efforts at meeting people, she was sucked into both the education and community blame games and never won the support of the people she was most trying to help. She wound up resigning upon the defeat of the mayor who had appointed her, even though test scores were rising and there were signs she had begun to turn the school district around. 

The lesson learned from Rhee’s case is straightforward. A new superintendent with new ideas has to build trust before being attacked and undermined by someone the community already knows and believes. The best news for a new superintendent may be that the union or others have lost that trust. But if they have not, trust building in the early stages of a superintendency is not an occasional thing. It may be the only thing that counts in the long run. 

Communicating a Strong Vision

When the district works well, whether turnaround or high performing, the superintendent and school board have a shared vision of where they want to go. 

In most of the districts I visited, that took the form of a commitment that every child can learn and every teacher can contribute. A good example of the connection between vision and action is Plano. As a way of assisting the growing number of poor Hispanic students—concentrated in one area of the mostly well-off district—Superintendent Doug Otto built on Plano’s commitment to a well-rounded education for all its students to encourage parent-teacher organizations in the wealthier half of the district to partner with schools in the lower-income sections. Plano is on a well-defined journey to universal achievement, which the staff and community are called to join.

A Great Role Model 

All superintendents must be good role models for the vision and the plan they propose.[8] That is no easy feat. Superintendents have traditionally favored “top-down” governance, and when transforming things, the pressure to move things forward tempts them to keep doing what they have always done—even in already high-performing districts.

That is not what you want in your new superintendent. You are asking him to build an organization that relies on a vision of professionalism based on collaboration and empowerment. The new leadership needs to embody this collaborative approach—not just talk about it.[9] 

There is one other aspect of being a role model that is worth mentioning. Great districts are “no excuses” places. There are no acceptable rationalizations for students failing to achieve. If the superintendent becomes defensive about the district’s performance, or even about his or her own performance, it simply does not square with the “no excuses” ethos. Being a great role model for reform means that those rationalizations are out.

Builder of a Strong Leadership Team

Carl Cohn, who was superintendent in Long Beach before he went to San Diego, understands team building. Some of the people he hired as senior staff members in Long Beach were only in their twenties and early thirties. That ruffled people’s feathers—he told me with a broad smile—but it also demonstrated to everyone what he was all about. Unlike many superintendents, he was willing to skip over senior staff members in order to find people who had demonstrated the leadership skills he wanted. A candidate’s ability mattered to him; position on the organizational chart did not.

The other part of the superintendent’s job is to ensure the team members connect with each other and with her.[10] That is contrary to the old days in districts, which have always had more independent-minded, petty fiefdoms than medieval Europe. It is particularly important in the twenty-first-century district, where the dispersal of leadership in a flattened hierarchy could make the fiefdoms problem worse, not better.

An Education Leader, an Entrepreneurial Manager,  and a Capable Political Actor

A good candidate for superintendent needs an understanding of the educational, managerial, and political requirements of the job.

We have already focused on the political dimension of leadership, but being an education leader is equally important. However, at the level of superintendent, the candidate may not need a full understanding on the day he walks in the door—although he certainly needs to demonstrate the ability to learn. Joel Klein, for example, had no education administration experience when he arrived in New York, but by the time he left in 2010, he was a leader in driving much of the education reform movement in America. Some people may disagree with his views, but no one can credibly argue that he has not mastered an understanding of education policy issues.

Another critical skill is being a good manager. The Long Beach school district performs considerably better than nearby Los Angeles—while spending significantly less money per student. There is no dispute: Long Beach manages its money better. (See chapter 27.) On top of that, in many areas, budgets continue to seesaw with fluctuating tax revenues. A key task for any superintendent will be managing to squeeze the maximum results from limited resources. The facility to manage that kind of budget mess is not simply a helpful skill; it is an essential one.

BUILD CONSENSUS? MAYBE NOT. 

There is one thing missing from the list that often surfaces in discussions about hiring superintendents. The Council of Chief State School Officers’ Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium: Standards for School Leaders and many job notices for new superintendents suggest a leader should build “consensus.” When trying to transform a district, consensus is not what one is looking for. 

Because change gurus emphasize that in order to achieve lasting reform people need to be won over to change rather than ordered to do it,[11] there is a sense that a good, reforming superintendent has to build consensus.

On the contrary, consensus in a district that needs transformation is impossible and anyone promising to seek it unsuitable. In other words, the goal is still to get buy-in (rather than simply commanding people to do things), but the strategy is to move ahead before having it in hand. Creating a tipping point is key to bringing over the naysayers.[12] That was Jerry Weast’s strategy in Montgomery County. He built data analysis tools, created time for sharing best practices, and made people behave as if every child could master the content. As he got results, he got converts.[13] 

Consensus should not be confused with respecting teachers and working hard to win their hearts and minds. Nor is it the same as listening to them, which is absolutely critical. It is just that in this process of change, a superintendent has to act to make teachers believers. Waiting for consensus before moving things forward is like Waiting for Godot. It never comes.

THE SKILLS AND TRAITS OF A SUCCESSFUL SUPERINTENDENT

Once we know what a good superintendent should do, we need to turn our attention to the kind of person who can get it done. Describing what makes someone a successful leader is like closing your eyes and putting your arms around the leg of an elephant (or the trunk) and then describing the whole animal based on what you feel. Recognizing that, I approach the subject with some humility. However, after hours of speaking with dozens of successful superintendents, it became apparent they almost all shared a number of important qualities:[14] 

Independence

The transformational superintendents who rose through the teaching ranks were especially fascinating; they had one distinctive characteristic in common: they had first transformed themselves.[15] None of them had been taught about TQM or continuous improvement in teachers college. They studied it much later, decided it worked, and became true believers. When you listen to them explain what they do, you are impressed by their sincerity. They are the perfect people to convince others it is time for something new.

Intellectual Curiosity

The adoption of TQM or continuous improvement, often against prevailing orthodox wisdom, shows the superintendents are the antithesis of rigid. Their intellectual curiosity is perfect for continuous improvement, which only works when managed by people who take pleasure in identifying a problem, thinking it through, and fixing it.[16] 

Awareness

Quality superintendents have a way of acknowledging problems without ever seeing them as an excuse. Moreover, they convey a sense that a district without challenges to fix would not be any fun for them to run. And they are confident that they can get the district staff to feel the same way.[17] 

Commitment to Others before Self

Opting for TQM or continuous improvement puts much greater pressure on superintendents (and everyone else in the district) than the old way of doing things. It shows a real commitment to others before self.

Self-Confidence

Bringing an entirely new management strategy to districts shows self-confidence, both in their ideas and in their ability to change the existing culture. It also reflects an inherent optimism. These traits are important in any school district, no matter how well it is run.

Discipline

Except in large urban districts like New York, getting things done means doing a lot of the work themselves. A good example is New Britain’s Doris Kurtz, who took on teaching the principals’ academy herself. 

Leadership—Persuasiveness and Organizational Ability

A reform strategy that pushes from the top down to get bottom-up leadership is an exercise in restraint and nuance. It is weirdly oxymoronic to be ordering people to be more assertive. So if superintendents are successful, it is because at some level they have mastered both pushing people to take control, and then, having mobilized them, letting go when they do. There is a Zen-like quality here that is real art. 

Grit

The superintendents all emphasized to me how they had to press on, even when significant numbers of teachers and administrators resisted, and even when parents and others in the community were opposed. Whether or not initial attempts at change succeeded, magnifying the doubts and the resistance, they kept pushing.[18] That takes old-fashioned grit.

Focus

Finally, all the superintendents stuck fanatically to their message about improving achievement for all students. By relentlessly focusing on that core goal of student achievement and then getting actual improvements, each of these leaders gradually gained enough trust in the community to prevent any lingering doubt from derailing reform.[19] They refused to be distracted—no mean feat in a highly charged political environment. 

Outsider versus Insider

Should superintendents be drawn solely from the ranks of school administrators? Recent evidence says “no.” Roy Romer is the former governor of Colorado; Joel Klein, a former assistant attorney general; Paul Vallas (the superintendent in New Orleans, who previously also served in Philadelphia and Chicago) and Arne Duncan (Chicago), mayoral assistants; Michelle Rhee, the chief executive of a nonprofit, albeit one focused on education. While not everyone believes these individuals have done great jobs as superintendents, they certainly were as good as their educator colleagues, and some clearly would say a lot better.

There are skills that you want in a superintendent, such as being a good manager, which may be developed as well, or better, outside the world of education. The details of instruction can be left to good trusted aides—the important job for the superintendent is in being able to identify who those people are and giving them space and opportunity to do what they do best. 

The Value of “Level 5” Leadership: Does It Help to Be Self-Effacing?

The other issue is temperament. Management guru Jim Collins has observed that most organizations benefit from what he calls “Level 5” leadership. Level 5 leaders are humble, self-effacing, diligent and resolute, and really good at their jobs. They are the people best able to transform workplace cultures, he says, because they spotlight the organization rather than their own contribution.[20] 

Collins assigns Levels 1 to 3 to people who are good individual workers or managers—but not chief executives. Level 4s may be seen as “effective” leaders, but they are the “show horses”—that is, highly regarded executives who focus attention on themselves rather than on their organization. They get great results while in office, but those improvements are not sustained after they leave. They have persuaded people to change “for them,” not for the organization or the mission. 

Most of the educators I interviewed were believers in the value of self-effacing, low-key, plow-horse leadership. So do several prominent academics who are expert in school leadership.[21] In an era of high-decibel politics, a low-key approach may not seem to be the way to accomplish anything, but one should not confuse a lack of noise with a lack of action. 

As is clear from the discussion about building trust in the community, anyone who can remain low-key and keep the focus on the district and its mission is perhaps the ideal person to hire. They do exist; Tom Payzant seems to have avoided celebrity status in Boston. Adrian Walker, a Boston Globe columnist who covered Payzant, told me that the superintendent’s determined, low-key style was Payzant’s foremost advantage; he did not demonize the union or even suggest he was leading a crusade. It was more matter-of-fact and focused on the elements of reform. His low-key style kept him from frittering away any goodwill (or having it taken from him) before he had built up his own local support. 

Level 4s may still be able to achieve change, but its sustainability is questionable. More likely, that change simply becomes harder. Enemies become more numerous. Boards and mayors are pushed to weigh in. Longevity is harder to come by. The critical mass of believing principals and teachers may be more elusive. 

THE ROLE OF THE BOARD

Every successful school district I visited had a board or mayor who followed three rules when dealing with their superintendent:

Ensure Longevity

Tom Payzant, Boston’s superintendent for eleven years, was the first well-known reform superintendent I interviewed. I began with a simple question: “What was the most fundamental part of your reform strategy?” I expected to hear an answer like “hiring good teachers.” The answer came back in one word: “Longevity.”

After Payzant, I asked virtually every superintendent about “longevity.” Everyone emphatically agreed. Doug Otto in Plano has been there fourteen years, and there have been only four superintendents in the eighty-plus-year history of the district. Gerald Anderson stayed ten years in Brazosport. McKinsey & Co., the well-known management consultants, did a recent study of successful turnarounds in other countries and concluded it takes at least six years to get any positive results in test scores.[22] Contrast that with the fact that the average tenure of a superintendent is under four years.[23] 

As we shall see when we discuss the Miami-Dade “Zone” experiment, demanding too much, too soon, simply gets a district too little.

No Micromanagement

A second important injunction to a board facing all sorts of pressures from teachers, parents, and whoever else weighs in on all manner of issues, from large to small: Do not micromanage. 

Consider the Los Angeles Unified School District’s six-year relationship with Roy Romer. Unlike many of the districts that have made real improvements over the years, the superintendent’s reform proposals were regularly pushed aside in favor of debates over excruciating details of everyday management. Longevity does not mean much if it merely sets the stage for doing the same bad thing over and over again and hoping for a different result.

Experts in school governance, such as John Carver,[24] tirelessly advocate active but limited supervision, but they are often ignored in practice.[25] That is a tragedy. In every high-performing district I visited that still has a directly elected school board, the board plays just such an active, but limited, role. 

Focus on the Big Picture

Boards have limited time, and the public and media are willing to pay limited attention. A board that is dealing with too many little things is not going to engage in the big discussions about goals, objectives, and money. It is another “zero-sum” game, where they can do one or the other, but not both.

The superintendent’s time is limited as well—and the time spent explaining to board members each contract or personnel decision takes away from the time needed to manage the district. Even more than low pay or accountability, political games are what drive superintendents from their jobs.[26] 

Here is one important aspect of mayoral control vs. board control: Mayors have enough to do without immersing themselves in the details or dirty work of reform. They may talk about schools broadly as part of their agenda, but they happily shun the day-to-day responsibility.[27] 

Boards see the world differently. It is all they have to do. Micromanagement is their catnip. It is why all the superintendents with boards, especially those that transformed districts, said the same thing: No matter how supportive the boards were in the end, it took constant care and feeding to get them there. 

WHAT WE NEED TO DO

	•
	Superintendents and boards need to have a clear agreement on what the superintendent is supposed to do. Neither the board nor parents and taxpayers should move forward unless most people are united on that one vision. And everyone has to understand that extensive reform takes time, so that if they are not prepared to live with a superintendent for many years, they need to reconsider whether they are ready to undertake real reform.





	•
	Reformers need to demand that boards (and mayors) follow the rules. No micromanaging. A focus on the big-picture issues of mission and budget. And, especially in a reform-minded district, committing to a superintendent for a long time because reform does not happen overnight. 





	•
	Reformers also need to demand that the new superintendent have the right traits for the job. Being an insider may be a good thing in a high-performing district, but not in a transforming one. Same with consensus building. 





	•
	Most importantly, as members of the community, reformers have an even bigger role. If there is a history of blame games, then whether or not those blame games continue to play out and disrupt reform is the responsibility of every taxpayer and educator in the district. Us. 





	•
	And if the superintendent fails to understand the importance of building trust in the community, then make him understand. And help him out. If one is in the Lions Club, ask that the superintendent be invited to speak at the next meeting. Or write a letter to the editor in support of her plan. 





	•
	Above all, if you believe in the reform agenda, make clear to the naysayers that, so far as you are concerned, this new world is not going to pass. On the contrary, you are going to do everything in your power to make it stay.
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Assistant principal(s) has to be an education
Others __ leader, manager, and pri-

(Describe duties of assistant
principals and others)

mary community connec-
tion. The right number of
people depends on the
school size and whether
functions like building
maintenance are handled
elsewhere. Chapter 5.

The experience of the
administrators

Principal: Number of years has
been a principal:

Assistant principals: Number of
years each has been an assistant

Others: ___

Length of service needs to
be compared with school
performance. If adminis-
trators are new, they need
to be given at least two
years to achieve signifi-
cant school improvement.
If they have been around
for several years of stag-
nating results, it is time for
a change. Chapter 5.

Does the district have
a program to recruit
new administrators
from its teacher
ranks? If so, does it
pay all or part of a
new administrator’s
training?

Many teachers will not
make good administrators.
Successful districts find
quality candidates and
encourage them to train to
become administrators.
Chapter 5.

Does the district have
a principal’s acad-
emy? If so, what per-
centage of its needs
does it expect to sat-
isfy from the acad-
emy?

Many districts are now
training their own princi-
pals. The results are often
superior to traditional
programs. Chapter 5.

If the training pro-
gram has been in
existence more than
five years, how many
of its graduates are
currently employed
as district adminis-
trators?

Some of the training pro-
grams have had mixed
success. If they are not
delivering the kind of
administrators a district
needs, they should be
overhauled or terminated.
Chapter 16.
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Description of student
information contained
on a database that is
available to teachers or
administrators.

A robust database can help
keep track of students, man-
age special education plans,
and facilitate formative as-
sessments. Chapter 19.

Amount of meeting time
provided to teachers
each weck (by grade or
subject).

Teacher collaboration is key
for professional development
and tailoring instruction for
students. Most schools pro-
vide no more than an hour
weekly; three to four hours
per week is desirable. Chap-
ters 9, 20.

Students

Number of hours of
school per day; number
of days in the school
year.

In order to provide individu-
alized interventions and
enrichments, the day needs
to be longer than six hours.
Many good foreign systems
are in session over 200 days
a year. Chapter 20.

Number of students
taking advanced place-
ment or International
Baccalaureate classes;
breakdown by race.

‘The existence of high school
AP or IB courses suggests a
focus on college entrance.
Chapter 18.

Special programs (such
as language immersion,
AP, IB, “health acad-
emy”) offered at the
school.

If a district is committed to
the proposition that every
child can learn, then there
has to be reasonable oppor-
tunity for students to excel.
Chapter 18.

Number and percentage
of students who scored
at least a 3 on the AP
test or passed the IB
exam each of the last
two years (broken down
by race).

Same.

Number and percentage
of carcer technical stu-
dents taking college-
track courses.

Relegating career-track stu-
dents to “general education”
courses consigns them to a
second-rate high school edu-
cation. Chapter 18.

Community programs
provided on campus
(tutoring, recreation,
ete.).

Community-based programs
for instruction and recreation
are helpful; providing some
or all of them on campus is a
way to coordinate better with
school instruction. Chapters
19-20.
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The frequency that
teachers with less
than two years of
experience meet
with mentors or
master teachers.

Atleast: Once a week ___
Biweekly
Onceamonth

Less frequently

New teachers generally do
better when meeting with
mentors at least once a
week. Chapter 8.

The promptness of
hiring new teach-
ers.

100% hired at least eight weeks
before start of new year
75% hired at least eight weeks
before start of new year
25% hired at least eight weeks
before start of new year ___
0% hired at least eight weeks
before start of new year ___
100% hired before start of new
year

75% hired before start of new
year

Date last permanent teacher hired

Hiring teachers carly is
important for two reasons:
(1) having a reasonable
opportunity to get good
candidates; (2) having
enough time to provide
meaningful instruction.
Chapter 8.

Number of teach-
ers who have
taught at more
than two schools in
the last five years.

A telltale sign of the
“dance of the lemons.”
Chapter 16.

Numbers and per-
centage of teachers
granted/denied
tenure in the last
three years.

Granting tenure to all
teachers suggests a failure
to do a reasonable evalua-
tion of skills. Chapters
12-13.

Total size of stu- Size Having a lower student-
dent body and stu- | Ratio teacher ratio at least gives
dent-teacher ratio. the school a better chance
to focus on the individual
needs of every child, al-
though such a ratio alone
does not guarantee im-
provement. Chapters 2,
19-20.
Number and de- Schools should be profes-
sional learning communi-
tors, master teach- ties, and professional
ers, and facilitators learning communities
working part-time require mentors, master
or full-time at the teachers, etc. Chapters 8—
school. 14.
Total number of Counselors Teachers cannot carry all
education support | Nurses the burdens of a school,
staff by job de- Librarians especially dealing with the
scription. Special needs aides physical and emotional

Paraprofessionals (teacher aides)

problems students face.
Chapters 7, 16.
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Description of forma-
tive assessments (fre-
quency, scope). An
answer such as “sub-
ject to teacher’s dis-
cretion” is not ac-

Regular formative assess-
ments (weekly or biweekly)
are valuable ways to ensure
prompt provision of help or
enrichments. Chapter 20.

ceptable.
Description of how “The prompt provision of
the school helps interventions and enrich-

struggling or gifted
and talented students.

ments help keep students on
track. Chapter 20.

Number of students
receiving interven-
tions by grade in each
of the last eight
weeks.

Same.

Description of the
strategy to assist spe-
cial needs students.
Include the number
of special education
teachers who regu-
larly teach in the
school by grade and
subject.

Special education programs
are often poorly adminis-
tered. If nothing else, the
proper management of such
programs reduces the risk
districts will have to spend
more money sending stu-
dents it cannot educate well
to private schools. Chapter
17

Percentage of time
special needs students
spend in “main-
stream” classes.

The goal of IDEA is to
mainstream special educa-
tion students. Chapter 17.

Percentage of special
needs students who
graduate high school
in four years.

Same.

Percentage of special
needs students who
prevail in administra-
tive proceedings or
litigation.

Special needs students’ par-
ents can bring administrative
and court cases if not satis-
fied with the level of service.
It is a useful measure of how
well districts are doing satis-
fying these students’ needs.
Chapter 17.

Number of students
in English language
learner programs and
average amount of
time ELL students
remain in such pro-
grams before being
fully integrated into
mainstream classes.

Achievement data needs to
confirm that the mainstream-
ing is not premature. Chap-
ters 17, 20.
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Existence of student
advisories or other
peer- or student-
teacher group men-
toring.

Yes
No
If so, describe:

Student advisories, etc., are a
reflection of an institutional
commitment to ensuring
good student attitudes about
themselves and about learn-
ing. Chapter 21.

Parents

Frequency of parent-
teacher organization

or local school coun-

cil meetings (includ-

ing contact informa-

tion).

Meetings should be at least
monthly to allow for mean-
ingful participation. Chapter
22.

Frequency of sched-
uled parent-teacher
conferences.

If parents are going to be real
partners, there has to be fre-
quent interaction (at least
twice a year) with teachers.
Chapter 22.

Existence of parent
classes either at
school or in the dis-
trict (and description
of the classes).

In order to involve many
parents in their children’s
education, there have to be
classes on school, instruc-
tion, and collaboration with
schools. Chapters 21-22.

Annual expenditures
for parent outreach
programs (broken
down by type of out-
reach). Mandated
Title I funds should
be separated from
other funds used.

Most districts spend little on
parent outreach. If they are a
Title I district, they are man-
dated to spend a small
amount; it should be broken
out from the total number to
see how much additional
money is used for the pur-
pose. Chapter 21.

Total number of par-
ents who attend any
of the following in
one year:

o Parent academy
o Parent-teacher

Parents often go to parent-
teacher nights, but the num-
bers who volunteer, meet
with administrators, or attend
an academy is lower. Where
districts are successful in

night involving parents in these
e Parent volunteer activities, they should be

activity applauded and, if possible,
o Parent-principal the programs expanded.

or parent- Chapter 21.

superintendent

meeting

The number of non-
parent volunteers
who participate in a
school activity and
the frequency or total
number of hours of

Schools often say that “vol-
unteers” in the community
are supporting their work. In
some communities, like
Long Beach, it is true, but in
many, the frequency and
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Does the school have
“tracked” classes, or
are all grades and
subjects “de-
tracked”?

Yes
No
If not, describe the criteria
by which students are sepa-
rated into different classes
and the differences in the
curriculum used in the dif-
ferent classes:

Tracking can be a form of
invidious discrimination. De-
tracking, however, poses real
management challenges. The
information is a starting
point for a discussion about
whether children are being
unfairly sorted or just getting
lost. Chapter 19.

Number of student
suspensions in the

prior year for violent
or abusive behavior.

One indicator of whether the
school is a safe environment.
Chapter 16.

Number of on-
campus incidents
reported to police
authorities in the
prior year.

Same as above.

Average class
grade or subject.

e by

Small classes are helpful,
especially in K-3, low-
income schools, but the lar-
ger question is significant in
times of budget shortfalls to
see if the district’s strategy
for budget balancing focuses
on changing class sizes.
Chapters 19-20.

Number of computers
available for use by
students per class-
room or computer
lab (including smart
phones or handheld
devices).

Computerized instruction is
now key to individualizing
instruction, recovery, and
various forms of group learn-
ing. It also is fundamental
for new forms of assessment.
Chapters 18-20.

Policy regarding
posting of classroom
information on the
Internet.

An important information
tool for students and parents.
Chapter 22.

Policy regarding
posting school infor-
mation on the Inter-
net.

An important information
tool for parents. When deci-
sions are to be made, infor-
mation should be made
available early enough to
allow for review, and if there
are various positions, all
sides of a discussion should
be included, not just the
district’s or school’s own
position. Chapter 22.






