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Over the years, national- and state-level education reform
movements have included and/or encouraged a variety of
measures designed to improve the quality of classroom
teaching, not the least of which have been the initiation of
practices and procedures surrounding teacher evaluation, pro-
fessional development, and the process of teacher certification.
Some initiatives have focused on entry-level teachers, while other
initiatives have focused on the professional development,
evaluation, and recertification of teachers already working in the
classrooms. Wherever the focus—on new or experienced
teachers—it is the current consensus that high-quality teacher
training and evaluation and professional development programs
are essential to successful education reform.

However, providing appropriate and high-quality professional
development programs for entry-level and practicing profes-
sionals has been at times difficult because the lifelong
certifications/licenses to teach have often been threatened in
order to "encourage" teachers to participate in professional
development activities. While seemingly expeditious, such an
incentive does not always engender the enthusiasm and com-
mitment sought. In addition, ofttimes professional development
and other programs involving reform highlight past inadequacies
rather than identify productive and substantive restructuring
efforts. As a result, many teachers are left believing that reform
is synonymous with improving the lot of poorly performing
classroom teachers. Will teachers somehow change because of
testing programs, new licensure standards, or increased
professional development activities designed to improve the
performance of those teachers already in classrooms and/or of
those who would like to pursue a teaching career? It is doubtful,
especially if there continues to be a general public
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misunderstanding about the "why" and "who" of reform
initiatives, the "why" being that schools are poor because of the
"who" who teach in them. Sadly, the fact remains that all of the
external props (teacher testing, professional development,
statewide assessment, etc.) may not ever significantly change
the quality or substance of what goes on "when the doors of
America's classrooms close" each and every school day. It is
obvious, however, that this is not acceptable. Common ground
does exist, and there is little disagreement that many children in
this country can learn more than they currently do. Yet, how can
the changes sought in the myriad of national and state
education reform movements and exemplified by discussions
about raising the standards, both for those who teach and for
those who come to learn, be incorporated into every public
school classroom?

Undoubtedly, incorporating the spirit of reform at the local level
is the task for which local school boards/committees,
administrators, teachers, and parents are responsible. However,
acknowledging responsibility is a long way from the successful
implementation of practices that will ensure that the goals of
reform mandates are met. There must be a well-thought-out
response that will ensure that teachers, parents, and students
understand the economic and societal problems that demand
change, as well as the options for change that could well provide
solutions to these problems. Specifically, the problems and
solutions MUST be clearly identified for all stakeholders. During
this process, it is not sufficient or productive to infer, or worse
to describe, the need for change as the result of the failures of
any one group, e.g., student apathy, the dissolution of the
family, the poor performance of teachers, or the failure to accept
responsibility for one's own education. Too long we have
wallowed in this "feel good 'cuz it is someone else's fault"
exercise. Too long we have failed to identify the real issue—that
America's present educational system is out of step with the
current and future economic and societal needs of our nation.
Our country is no longer the place where goods will be
manufactured by low- or semi-skilled blue collar employees who
labor in assembly lines that are supervised by mid-level
managers. These repetitive, low-skill, assembly line jobs are
literally "goin' south." In the United States, it is no longer
business as usual. The United States is out of the industrial age
and squarely immersed in an information revolution. In addition,
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America's family structure has changed significantly during the
past three decades. The "Ward and June Cleaver" family is for
many not even a memory, let alone a way of life.

Unfortunately, our schools, most stakeholders in the schools,
and the general public are still focusing on the skills needed in
the industrial age and the "good ol' family values" that have
quietly passed away. Meanwhile, the flurry of education reform
movements has left average Americans blaming the same
system of education that enabled the United States not only to
succeed in but to lead the industrial revolution for its failure to
prepare a workforce for the age of information. Consider the
irony of indicting the system that actually produced the archi-
tects of this new age. Even worse, consider the impoverished
imagination of those who would believe that they could cause a
national institution—a place called school—to change by leveling
threats and/or by describing its past and current efforts as
"leaving our nation at risk."

Obviously, significant changes in schools must be borne out of a
clear understanding of why and how the changes should be
made. The local school (i.e., students, parents, teachers,
administrators, and school boards) must fully understand why
the change is necessary and then must establish how the change
will be instituted. Neither the "how" nor the "why" should be
communicated in terms of the inadequacy of any one group of
stakeholders. In other words, the "blame game" is unacceptable
because it is unproductive. The local school must begin the
change process by developing a clear picture of what reform
means. In doing so, local stakeholders must come together and
develop a well-defined school mission that is directly and clearly
linked to the reform standards.

Secondly, the local school must articulate:

• a vision guiding all teachers and students in achieving
higher standards of teaching and learning;

• clear goals/expectations to which students and
teachers can aspire; and

• school and community values that define individual
and collective responsibilities.

Moreover, like the mission, the vision, goals, and values must be
aligned with the reform initiatives and standards.
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While the change process initiated and generally summarized
here requires the hearts and minds of many, it is but a
beginning if change is to be institutionalized. At every level
successful reform must involve the client groups in significant
ways. Clearly, decisions made at every organizational level
(district, school, classroom) must always be made in concert with
the mission, vision, goals, and values, since these are directly
linked to reform standards. For example, the major components
of school must be clearly aligned with the district-level vision,
goals, and values. Such components should at least include
(no order of priority is assumed):

• curriculum and instruction

• student assessment and evaluation programs

• school day and year schedules/time on task

• teacher and administrator evaluation

• planning and implementation of professional develop-
ment activities

• budget planning and expenditure

• recruitment, selection, and orientation of new staff

• student management programs

• school-wide technology

• use of the plant and facilities.

It is obvious that the alignment of the school's mission, vision,
goals, and values with reform initiatives and the subsequent
relationship of each aspect of the school program with the
mission, vision, goals, and values results over time in the
institutionalization of change. For example, teacher evaluation
would focus on teachers as contributors to the realization of
initiatives stated in the district mission, vision, goals, and values.
Professional development programs would be the bridge
between where educators are now and where they need to be to
meet the new challenges defined by the mission, vision, goals,
and values.

Throughout the process of this change there must be a shared
vision of the purpose, direction, and plan for the implementation
of the reform initiatives that will result in the restructuring
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necessary to improve significantly the quality of the public
schools. When the classroom door closes, we must feel confident
that a shared vision has carefully aligned classroom activities
with district initiatives. Anything less will leave our children
without the skills to access the more demanding jobs, since
lasers, robots, and computers, now common in the workplace,
have taken over many of the lesser-skilled jobs. We must enact
appropriate changes now, to guarantee our children the
opportunity and tools to succeed in the information age.


