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Practitioners and theorists in education are clearly interested in being high-impact 
players in the world of education. And we’re really out—student by student, 
school by school, and district by district—to change the world. I spend about 60 
percent of my time in Pennsylvania and the other 40 percent traveling. I’ve been 
to India, China, and Hong Kong, and I’ve seen schooling from many different 
perspectives. I’ve seen accountability. I’ve seen the kind of competition that is 
driving the change that’s affecting most households in America. And we don’t 
always have the opportunity to experience and understand why businesspeople 
are often telling us we have to do a better job with every student. But when you 
go to a place like India and you see that the schoolhouse is a lawn cut at a different 
height into a square, and the students march in fifteen minutes before the teacher 
and kneel on the ground and wait for instruction, you get a clear perspective of 
the competitive reality our students and most teachers and administrators do not 
understand. We are a community, a very small community, but globalization is a 
reality, and what we do in our local classrooms and our local community is global 
in impact.

As an education practitioner, it is very refreshing to understand this concept. I’ve 
been a superintendent for fourteen years. The previous eight superintendents 
covered a period of less than eleven years, serving at a very difficult time. No 
matter what the level—be it university or other—being a practitioner is very 
difficult. Progressive, innovative leaders must always learn to pull ahead with one 
hand while defending themselves from the social and political environment with 
the other—as if we have our foot pressed on the accelerator while keeping one 
eye on the rearview mirror. While there are many who clearly understand what it 
is that we have to do to move to the next generation, there are many of us who 
are struggling to find solutions that clearly address today’s global student. No 
matter if we’re in Maine, California, or Erie, in reality, we are all part of a global 
community. And where students end up educationally depends on where they 
are economically. That’s why there needs to be a critical push. It is less about 
what we so dearly love—our children and their education—and more about the 
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connection to economics. We love to make the distinction between business and 
education, but the reality is that there is very little difference. In fact, the largest 
single business in America is education. Our workforce is one of the best paid 
anywhere in the world. I believe that in the next ten years, we are going to see 
superintendents who really do the job earning five or six hundred thousand dollars 
a year. I believe we’re going to see education moving toward a business model, 
while still respecting and understanding that the practitioners from the classroom 
are key elements. And if we wait for the government to give us the vision, the 
understanding, and the direction, we’re all going to be lost. That’s where we are 
now. The standards movement is defining the product and the opportunity to 
learn. We’re going to see unbelievable things. There will be no point-time-place; 
information will be moving at a stellar pace. 

The other thing I’m doing with the state board is heading up a cost-analysis study 
in Pennsylvania. We’re working with the governor and both sides of the legislative 
aisle, but it’s going to be a war. The reality is that we spend sixteen thousand 
dollars per student in some districts and six thousand dollars per student in other 
districts and yet we hold all teachers, schools, and students to the same standards. 
So this continuing theme of how to provide some equity of opportunity to learn 
for students is going to be critical from the ground-level up. Regardless of the 
technology, regardless of the changes, the interim process is what makes or 
breaks students, schools, and districts, whether they’re in or out of school. And 
that’s the relevance and the relationship, and I think that’s the common theme. 
We have the rigor with the new standards; we have the results. In every state I 
visit there are schools that have “failed.” Kids have failed; superintendents have 
failed. And one of the distinguishing characteristics is still whether they can make 
the curriculum relevant and whether they can grow the kinds of relationships 
needed for success.

Years ago, psychologist Karen Horner pointed out the idea that the greater the 
discrepancy is between the reality of where we are and where we want to be, 
the greater the anxiety, frustration, and complexity. We’re seeing a lot of things 
in education right now, and it’s becoming clear that the new aims of education 
are rigor, relevance, relationship, and results. Reading, writing, and arithmetic are 
the standard, of course, but unless you can create those new aims, you will not 
be successful. It’s very interesting to look at the reality that we have fifty different 
boards of education creating fifty different solutions. There’s been no national 
agenda, no national leadership, and the impact of No Child Left Behind is yet to 
be determined.
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So what we’re trying to do—as practitioners, theorists, and researchers—is 
actually look at the reality of change in terms of perspective. The electric light, 
for example, was a complete failure during its first three years. Why? Because the 
lights were being put in the middle of the ceiling, and prior to that time, people 
used candle sconces to light their homes. So when the concept of putting a light 
in the ceiling was introduced, all that anyone could think of was that it would burn 
the house down. Not until electric sconces were invented did the electric light 
take off. From this we can learn that the changes we make, as dramatic as we 
may like them to be, have to exist in the context of what people think they know 
and can tie in to their previous knowledge and experience. It goes without saying 
that how we decide to disrupt our classes, disrupt our lives, and disrupt what we 
think is routine is going to determine whether this is a disaster or a discovery. And 
therein lies the kind of leadership that inspires me to see so many practitioners, 
theorists, researchers, and others clearly getting it, and considering what we have 
to do to stay competitive and successful in the next generation, when teachers 
and schools are going to be global. The traditional saying tells us to “act globally,” 
but we need to do more than that—we need to prepare globally. We’ve been 
working for reform for many years now. As we try to make changes to the very 
complex mix, we’ll find people who will create stumbling blocks by saying they’re 
all for reform as long as nothing’s different for them. And that’s the struggle we’re 
going to face.

I wish that I could take staff members on these trips to different countries to see 
the kind of competition, the kind of dedication, and the kind of development that 
is encouraged around the world. When I was a kid, my mother used to say, “Finish 
your plate; there’s somebody starving in India or China.” These days, we need 
to be saying to our children, “Finish your homework; someone in China or India 
wants your job.” It’s a different world. Acknowledging these issues helps us tie 
together the complexities and better understand how we can lead so that we can 
have better teachers and better schools in the future.
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