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Before becoming a member of  the Texas House of  Representatives, I was an 
educator in the Houston district for thirty-nine years, working first as a teacher, 
then as an assistant principal, and then as a principal for sixteen years. I worked 
at the central office of  the Houston Independent School District, hiring 
educators and doing technical assistance with underperforming schools. After 
that I taught at Prairie View A&M University and Texas Southern University, 
and was on the State Board of  Education for twelve years—giving my seat 
up to my son when I joined the legislature. After having served in so many 
positions, I realized how important it is for all of  us—educators, legislators, 
state and local boards of  education—to communicate and collaborate with 
one another. It’s important that we all speak the same language—that we 
talk to each other rather than over and about and around each other. The 
legislature is where the laws are made, where the real decisions happen, but 
many educators do not like to communicate with legislators. I learned that 
important lesson while sitting in a classroom. 

In Texas in 1972, I was a principal at a low economic school, where the 
average income was $13,000. Nobody really cared what we did over at Peck 
Elementary School on the end of  Martin Luther King Boulevard. And so 
when House Bill 72 came out, which said that no children could go on field 
trips, I said to myself, Who is minding the store? Our kids were the ones who 
really needed to go on field trips, really needed that kind of  exposure. And 
knowing that nobody would ever come to check if  I was complying, we went 
on every field trip we could find. Nobody ever called my hand; nobody ever 
did anything about it. And in addition to having the best time, we had some 
really excellent test scores. 

Keeping that in mind, I want to discuss some of  the things that legislators 
and educators can do together. Legislators need to think more about money. 
Sometimes educators will tell legislators that they don’t need money, but 
that’s not true. Educators do need money; it makes a great deal of  difference. 
You cannot implement the kind of  technology we have been talking about 
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without money. Even if  you get a discount on your laptops, even if  they’re 
only $285 each, that’s money. Infrastructure for the computer takes money, 
and so legislators need to realize that.

Everyone represented in these pages is an educator, someone who really 
understands what’s going on in education. Ronald Berk does interesting things 
in his classroom. Our children come from the world of  videos, Nintendos, 
computers, and all sorts of  technology-based gadgets, and when we come into 
the classroom and tell them to open their books to page 22, their heads end 
up on the desk, and we wonder when it was that they physically dropped out 
of  the class. As Ron told us, we have to keep up with technology by putting 
videos in the classroom to make classroom learning interesting again. Doing 
so will also make teachers and in-service training interesting, by affording 
us opportunities to appeal to our children and to different learning modes. 
It makes the information relevant to the students, encourages interaction 
between the student and the teacher, and generates open discussion. I think 
that’s important. When we talk about higher-level thinking skills, nothing is 
more important than an open discussion, beginning with a simple: What do 
you think about this? 

Timothy Shanahan discussed literacy in the twenty-first century, basically 
saying that the need for literacy has expanded from the Stone Age to the 
internationalization of  the financial market. We weren’t around in the Stone 
Age, but for those of  us who have been around a while, we’ve seen this 
evolution. We are living in a global world, where we can see what’s going on 
in France, what’s going on in Africa, what’s going on everywhere else, and 
they in turn can see what’s going on here; thus, we need to think about things 
internationally. The workforce is becoming more mobile. We can move from 
one city to the next, from one country to another, and our students must be 
able to adapt. This is driving the need for more literacy in the United States, 
because if  we don’t want our jobs to go overseas, then we must prepare a 
workforce to take on the jobs that are here in the United States. Literacy is 
an ongoing, lifelong process—just like any kind of  learning. We need to set 
standards that address what someone needs to know to go to college. That 
is the real world—the real knowledge. And then even if  they don’t go to 
college—because not all students will go to college—they will be prepared 
to find themselves a job that will equip them to earn a living and make them 
contributing citizens to the world. Students must also demonstrate their ability 
to use their higher-level thinking skills. In Texas, the curriculum we teach is 
based on higher-level thinking skills, so I’m proud to say that we are already 
doing that every day. 
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Laurie Sleep focused on the mathematical demands that tomorrow’s teachers 
will face, specifically on what mathematical knowledge teachers will need 
to know. The curriculum changes that will need to be made for twenty-first-
century learning will need to be reflected in the opportunities for ongoing 
development that we give our mathematics teachers. 

When discussing education for the twenty-first century, Angus King 
emphasized that we must either transform or die. With the way things are 
moving in the global economy, there’s no time for incrementalism, no time 
for taking small steps, if  we actually want to get anywhere. We need to make 
changes quickly. We must be ready and willing and prepared to upgrade our 
skills and our knowledge instantly. Basic skills are crucial, but we must focus 
on real-world application of  those skills. The laptop program in Maine has 
been a huge success among seventh and eighth graders, with every classroom 
in Maine’s 167 middle schools equipped with a wireless network, because 
every child deserves an equal opportunity to learn. Hopefully Maine will be 
able to fulfill the plan’s original goal of  supplying every student in grades 
seven through twelve with a laptop. 

We also heard from a few people discussing educational research. David 
Driscoll, Deborah Blue, Lawrence Allen Jr., and Anne Marie Fenton talked 
about how educational research is not adequate in its current form, and that 
we must put more money into research. The world is moving quickly, and 
education must move along with it. We can’t wait. A child is only in the first 
grade one time, in the second grade one time, and so on; that child will never 
get those opportunities again. And so we must be prepared to give that child 
the very best education at each incremental step as he or she goes through 
our educational system. Research helps us develop test items and determine 
validity and cut scores, as well as candidates’ performance. That’s in the 
research for licensing teachers. When I was a principal and we had teachers 
who had not passed the test, I was truly reluctant to have them be part of  
our faculty; if  they didn’t know the content, didn’t know the pedagogy, they 
shouldn’t be in front of  a classroom. 

How do we prepare teachers today to teach at various learning levels in the 
same classroom? That is so important in terms of  our teacher licensing. We 
need to make changes now to prepare children for a changing world. Research 
helps us to know how to prepare our teachers and what we need to do better 
to prepare them in our teacher preparation programs at our universities. 
Common themes have come up time and again in these papers, the main one 
being change. We need to keep that in mind and be flexible. Education is ever 
changing because our student population is constantly changing. Another 
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related theme is technology. Technology forces us to change the way we deliver 
instruction to our students, the way we engage our students in the classroom. 
Learning today must be active; it must be relevant to today’s learning and 
living. We must have the resources to deliver, and we must continue to be 
innovative and creative. We must present civic learning as well as contextual 
learning, and teach our students to problem-solve. 

Collaboration versus isolation is another common theme, as well as 
internationalization. Our children must be futuristic thinkers, as they will 
need to take on the next generation. And as we take part in all of  this research, 
no matter what new ways of  teaching we implement, the most important 
thing of  all is attitude. If  you are a teacher, you must have the attitude that 
every child can learn, that every child will learn, and that you are the person 
who will make the difference—you are the intervention that makes that child 
learn. You must love teaching, you must love children, you must love what 
children do. Children act like children, not like little adults. You must have the 
heart, and you must have the passion. 

What do states need to do? They need to engage in higher-level collaboration 
and make available funds for technology and advancement. They need to 
consider the future and start setting policies for that future rather than focusing 
only on what will work today. 

Let me end with a little joke. A teacher is standing in front of  her class and 
says, “Now all of  you who are dumb please come to the front of  the room.” 
Nobody comes right away, and she is about to congratulate them on their 
response when one student gets up from his seat and slowly walks up to the 
front of  the class. The teacher, surprised, looks at him and says, “You’re not 
dumb; why did you come up here?” “Well,” he said, “I didn’t want you to be 
up here by yourself.” 

You will never be dumb, you will never be by yourself, as long as you are 
surrounded by forward-thinking educators on the cutting edge of  education.
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