
I would like to share my reactions to the last 24 hours from the perspective 

of  an education policy maker, which is the role in which I have spent most 

of  my career. First, I am very encouraged by the presentations I have heard. 

I applaud the presenters not just for the quality of  the presentations, but 

for the signifi cance of  the individual efforts that they describe. I would like 

to offer several observations and some feedback on the themes brought 

forth in these presentations. One of  the presenters said that we are in a new 

ballgame. And I think that is true, although the whole idea behind the No 

Child Left Behind Act is not new. Our presenters have traced the evolution 

of  standards-based reform from the Commission on Excellence, to the 

National Education Summit, to the National Goals 2000 of  the 1990s, and 

now to No Child Left Behind. The government has sustained this basically 

bipartisan effort to an unusual degree, remaining on relatively the same page 

as the state governments.

So what is the new game? For more than a decade the federal and state 

governments have been promoting a concerted and unprecedented effort to 

raise the bar on students’ mastery of  subject matter, not just a little for a few, 

but ideally to raise it substantially for all. As our store of  knowledge continues 

to grow and becomes more sophisticated, as the student population becomes 

more diverse, and as the world that we’re preparing students for becomes 

more challenging and complex, this goal can seem overwhelming. When I 

was New Jersey’s commissioner, at each critical juncture we were forced to 

ask the question, “Are we for real about this idea that all kids can achieve at 

higher standards?” Or is it slogan? Or a faint wish? Sort of  like, “I wish I 

were Bill Gates” or “I wish each day were a sunny day.” No, I think it is a 

realistic goal that is in need of  a plan. Change is essential, but it will not just 
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happen if  we just keep our noses to the grindstone and keep doing what 

we are doing. Adam Urbanski said that change is inevitable and I agree, but 

planned change is not. Yet that is what we need. Hypothesizing about what 

we think will make a difference is not enough. We need a deliberate process 

of  trying plans, assessing progress, openly acknowledging whatever gaps our 

assessments reveal, and then adjusting the plans accordingly so that we are 

continually moving forward in accord with our own defi nitions. 

Secondly I think that teacher quality and technology, the two themes 

mentioned in the title of  the conference, are central to this process. In New 

Jersey when we adopted our curriculum standards, we virtually wiped the slate 

clean of  all the everyday demands and asked, “If  we are serious about this 

ideal, what would have the greatest potential in broad brushstrokes?” Was it 

national goals like safer, more disciplined schools? Was it how much money 

we have, how we use it, or both of  those things? Among the requirements we 

placed at the top of  the list of  what is central to the process of  change were 

teacher quality and technology. This is the theme of  the conference, and it 

comes through in all of  the presentations.

The point has been made that we will not make signifi cant gains in student 

achievement without visiting the issue of  teacher quality. That is why the 

federal government has set forth this challenge of  putting a qualifi ed teacher 

in every classroom. That will be undermined if  it is turned into a bureaucratic 

exercise, but I think the aspiration is right. In the context of  standards-based 

reform, it is virtually a statement of  truth that all students are not going to 

achieve at substantially high standards unless we address the issue of  teacher 

quality and be very serious about that. And yet when this is stated, I often 

hear it greeted with incredulity. I have heard it said, “Well, how can this be? 

We have always had emergencies and we have always had to have some out-

of-fi eld assignments.” These assignments have been part and parcel of  the 

system and here come the shortages once again, this time in a very signifi cant 

way. 

When we need to focus our attention on quality more than ever, we are being 

drawn instead to the issue of  quantity, that we need a lot more teachers. We 

are not quite sure where they are all going to come from. As one of  the 

speakers said, not only is there a shortage of  teachers, there is also a structural 

incapacity to consistently deliver an adequate supply. But even that is not 

what we need. What we need is a competitive market where districts have 

options where they can choose job candidates who are well matched to the 

philosophies and to the strengths of  other people on the school team, and 
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so forth. The established system of  getting as many qualifi ed teachers as we 

can into the classrooms and then having the rest of  them be substandard in 

various ways is not suited to the ideals that we aspire to achieve. And I am 

not sure that the answer is just tougher enforcement. I think it is not. I believe 

it is time to rethink what qualifi ed means and how candidates can meet that 

description, and not wait for the federal government to do it. I think we all 

need to seize the initiative and come up with some innovative plans. For my 

money, I think we are going to end up with a system different from what we 

have now, one in which differently trained people come in from a variety of  

sources. I am not proposing a substandard or alternative system as a parallel 

to a regular system, but a reconceived and integrated regular system. We need 

to develop those defi nitions, provide them to government, and hold their 

feet to the fi re. 

On the related issue of  technology, what comes through in the presentations 

is the centrality, the universality, of  technology to all of  this. It is a dominant 

characteristic of  this new world for which we are preparing students. It is 

an emerging occupational skill set that is a vital component of  the content 

knowledge that students need to master if  we are to achieve our ideal. It 

is arguably the instructional tool with the greatest potential of  any that 

will come down the pike for some time. It is crucial to the assessment of  

progress and therefore to the whole process of  guiding change. It is a tool 

for gathering the data we need to inform the evolution of  both practice and 

policy. It is also, as the theme of  the conference suggests, equally a tool for 

achieving teacher quality and we saw the examples of  that—recruitment 

and placement, teacher assessment, and more effi cient credentialing. It is an 

essential part of  the training content for teachers just as it is subject matter 

for students. Technology can help us develop data collection for analysis of  

policy and it can allow for us to track teachers into their careers to see what 

we can learn from that. 

Another critically important use of  technology is to deliver training in new 

ways to meet our stated ideal and the recognized need for change. For 

example, if  the system does encompass the notion of  people with different 

kinds of  backgrounds coming to teaching in different ways, then it is really 

not enough to just say, “Okay, you are in the classroom and so now you 

need to pick up the courses required for certifi cation.” The presentations 

have shown that technology can offer distance learning and other ways to 

get information to these people both initially and on a continuing basis in a 

timely way and from remote locations.
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I would like to mention a few of  New Jersey’s specifi c accomplishments 

for purposes of  illustration only. One was providing funding incentives for 

technology planning. New Jersey created a $250 million fund to be awarded 

on a per pupil basis to any school where the districts in the county all gathered 

together with a college and the local governments to create a plan for a 

comprehensive system of  educatonal technology. If  they did that, then they 

got the money, and I think that really encouraged the idea of  a system (Access 

New Jersey) rather than a collection of  efforts. Another similar initiative was 

getting the communication companies in and urging them to work together 

to provide statewide access and connectivity we need. This was done in a 

proactive way, not by the school asking, “How can we use what businesses 

happen to provide?” but by going to the business and saying, “Here is what 

we need, now you have to design it.” We also put an educational technology-

training center in every county to deal with statewide access from the 

perspective of  professional development.

The last thing I would say is that if  we are going to achieve the transformation 

that Adam Urbanski described, I agree that we need to think in terms of  

vision and networks. It is clear to me that all of  this potential will not be 

realized unless there is an overarching vision and comprehensive systems that 

allow all the pieces to come together. There is so much potential that it is 

sometimes diffi cult to consider all the possibilities simultaneously. Yet I think 

that this does need to be the end product of  all our individual efforts. We can 

maximize our efforts if  we articulate where we are headed, what the pieces 

are, and how they ought to fi t together to form a mosaic, not just a collection 

of  tiles. We tried to do this in New Jersey, not in a top down or in a static 

way, but by mobilizing everybody who is involved in articulating the vision to 

maintain an interplay between individual efforts and the evolving vision and 

to create a continual process. And I feel that we need to push the envelope 

on this. It is not just a short-range goal. Where do we want to be fi ve, ten 

years down the road, even further? Government has a role here to make sure 

that this adds up to a whole that is greater than the sum of  the parts and that 

allows and encourages all the necessary connections.

Someone said the human tendency is to see new developments in terms of  

what we know rather than what we imagine could be, and used as an example 

the term “horseless carriage.” At the time, the signifi cance of  this invention 

appeared to be the absence of  a horse, and people could not imagine the 

potential of  the automobile to transform society. It is exactly this natural 

human tendency that needs to be resisted in order for us to come up with a 

defi ned vision of  the future role of  technology in education. 
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