
By HAYES MIZELL
In my experience advocating, support-

ing, and observing school reform, I
have concluded that a lack of imagina-
tion is often a major impediment to
change. Many people do not believe
reform is possible because they cannot
imagine that public schools can ever be
different than they currently are. 

This is especially true of people work-
ing in schools because each day they
fight to keep their heads above water.
They are often dispirited, if not exhaust-
ed. While it is not possible to imagine a
school system or school into becoming
more productive, firing up one’s imagi-
nation can generate energy and even
enthusiasm for taking on the hard work
of school reform. 

Tonight, I invite you to open the doors
to your imaginations, and think about
the roles you might play as leaders of
school reform in this community. Here
is how I imagine one way of moving
towards a different reality for almost
any urban school system in the South.

But lest anyone react as some citi-
zens did to the 1938 radio broadcast of
“War of the Worlds,” let me assure you
that what follows is not real:

Educate!
Aug. 29, 2004

A COMMUNITY JOURNAL ON EDUCATION IN CHARLOTTE-MECKLENBURG, NC
WWW.EDUCATECLT.ORG

Continued on Page 2

A ‘superintendent’ speaks
Taking guise of a candidate for a top schools position, longtime reformer calls 
for fundamental cultural change to refocus public schools on children’s needs

Special Edition

Friday night, Hayes Mizell delivered the following
speech at a dinner at Hope Haven to benefit The
Swann Fellowship, publisher of this journal.

Mizell is Distinguished Senior Fellow of the
National Staff Development Council. But his speech
ranges widely over the issues facing public school
education today.

See Page 11 for Mizell’s biography and a synopsis
of Mizell’s key proposals.

The conversation exploring Mizell’s proposals will begin this Tuesday, Aug. 31, 
from 5:15-6:30 p.m. at St. Martin’s Church, 1510 E. 7th St. near downtown. All are welcome.



Thank you, ladies and gentle-
men, for responding to my invita-
tion to attend tonight’s meeting.
As you know, I am one of the can-
didates for superintendent of your
public schools. Two months ago,
the school board’s search commit-
tee contacted me to explore my
interest in this position.
Subsequently, representatives of
the committee visited the commu-
nity where I now serve and we
had an extensive discussion. The
committee then invited me to visit
your community and participate
in an interview with the full
school board. During the past sev-
eral days, the board interviewed
me, along with other candidates,
and during the next week the
school board will name finalists it
will consider further for superin-
tendent.

I have taken the unusual step of
organizing this meeting, open to
all citizens, to introduce myself to
your community. I thank the news
media and community organiza-
tions for publicizing this meeting
on just several days notice. My
invitation to you is not to promote
my candidacy, but rather to share
my philosophy and beliefs that
will guide my actions if your
school board selects me to be
superintendent. Unlike other can-
didates for this position, I am
nearing the end of my career. If I
do not become the superintendent

of your public schools, my future,
my independence, and my ego will
remain secure. Therefore, perhaps
I can speak and act more freely
than other candidates the school
board is considering. 

In any case, you deserve to
know as much as possible about
my perspectives and values before
rather than after the board
selects me as superintendent, if
that occurs. Again, I am not “run-
ning” for the position of superin-
tendent. The sole purpose of my
remarks tonight is to inform the
expectations your community will
inevitably develop if I am ulti-
mately the school board’s choice.

Let me begin at the beginning.
Your public schools are the insti-
tutional manifestation of your
community’s belief that all chil-
dren should develop the knowl-
edge, skills, and values necessary
for them to become productive,
independent adults, capable of
sustaining and strengthening the
democratic civic life of this com-
munity. As your superintendent, I
will proceed on the assumption
and with the expectation that
your community is seeking that
result. If my assumption is not
correct, please let me know as
soon as possible so I can with-
draw my name from the list of
candidates for superintendent.

This is important, so I want to
repeat my assumption and expec-
tation:

Your public schools are the
institutional manifestation of
your belief that all children

should develop the knowl-
edge, skills, and values neces-
sary to become productive,
independent adults, capable
of sustaining and strengthen-
ing the democratic civic life of
this community.

Now I want to use the remain-
der of my time to deconstruct that
sentence by probing more deeply
its key phrases. Because this is
the most important speech of my
life, it is also the longest, so I ask
in advance for your tolerance. 

“Your public schools...”

Strictly speaking, your school
system exists because the legisla-
ture of your state created it many
years ago when it organized a
statewide system of public educa-
tion. The legislature can alter or
abolish your school system at any
time. When the legislature creat-
ed the state system of public
schools, it was an innovation.
Many people did not believe that
education should be a responsibil-
ity of the state or that the state
should help finance public
schools. 

Thankfully, over many decades,
most people came to recognize the
value of public education so that
today if the state legislature
abruptly decided to no longer
finance public schools, there
would be a political revolt or indi-
vidual communities, including
this one, would take radical steps
to maintain, in some form, their
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current systems of public educa-
tion. In other words, most people
in this community believe so
deeply in public education, and
value it so greatly, that they
would take whatever steps neces-
sary to retain it, if it seemed on
the brink of going out of exis-
tence.

Therefore, the public schools of
this community are yours. You
may be disappointed in them, you
may complain about them, and
you may even seek to escape
them, but they are yours. They
are this community’s gift to the
futures of individual children and
to the future of the community as
a whole. 

It is, in fact, impossible to calcu-
late your community’s total
investment in your public schools,
not just its financial investment,
but also the investments of time,
effort, worry, anger, and hope by
thousands of people over many
decades. There is no doubt that
the public schools in this commu-
nity are your schools.

I make this point explicit
because there may be some people
in your community who argue
that the public schools are not
theirs. They either say, in effect,
that they have divorced them-
selves from the public school sys-
tem, or they have outlived their
need for it. 

They may send their children to
non-public schools, educate them
at home, send them to schools in
the adjoining school district, or
they no longer have children of
school age. They contend this
absolves them of responsibility for
the community’s public schools. 

Some people believe that if, for
whatever reason, they do not use
the public schools, their tax dol-
lars should not support them.
Some people even believe that a
portion of public revenue from
other people’s taxes should sup-
port their personal decision not to
use public schools. 

This is an argument that has
dangerous implications for this
community far more profound
than its potential consequences
for public schools. Imagine a com-
munity where only the patrons of

the public library support the
library, and where people who
choose to buy books instead of
using the library expect taxpayers
to support their private choice.
Imagine a community where only
people who live in public residen-
tial areas support the police
department, but people who
choose to live in gated residential
developments protected by private
security companies expect taxpay-
ers to support their private
choice. Imagine a community
where only families that use pub-
lic parks and recreational facili-
ties support those facilities, while
families that join tennis and swim
clubs, or even have their own ten-
nis courts or swimming pools,
expect taxpayers to support their
private choice. Imagine a commu-
nity where only people who ride
buses and trains support the pub-
lic transportation system, while
families that choose to buy and
use one, or two, or three cars

expect taxpayers to support their
private purchases. 

These scenarios are not fantasy
because we see them occurring, if
somewhat less dramatically, in
communities where support for
public institutions is on the
decline. I hope this community is
not taking the same direction.

Do not misunderstand me.
Choice is a fundamental right in
our great country. Ironically, it is
because of the success of public
education that more and more
people are exercising their right
to choose. They have benefited
from public education that
enables them to obtain the jobs
and salaries that empowers them
to have and make choices.  Their
public education has helped them
develop the abilities and critical
thinking necessary to discern,
understand, and assess choices. 

I do not disparage the right of
any person or any group to have
and make choices they believe are
in their best interests, so long as
those choices are within ethical
and legal parameters. Indeed, a
goal of public education should be
to educate all children to levels of
performance that will enable
them, as adults, to access the
choices available to them, or cre-
ate new ones, and choose wisely
among them.

The choice not to use publicly
financed services, such as the
school system, is a right citizens
can exercise, and I respect that
right. However, particularly in
the case of public education, I
expect those citizens, as taxpay-
ers, to participate fully in sup-
porting your public schools and to
refrain from actions that have the
effect of eroding that support. 

In practical terms, this means
that I will expect the political,
business, civic, and moral leaders
of this community to be vocal and
persistent advocates for broad
and effective public support of
your public schools, and I will
expect their actions to be consis-
tent with their advocacy. I know
some of these leaders will choose
not to use the public schools to
educate their own children and it
is their right to make that choice.

The public schools of this
community are yours.
You may be disappointed
in them, you may com-
plain about them, and you
may even seek to escape
them, but they are yours.
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What I will not accept is for

their personal choices to influence
negatively their responsibilities
as community leaders to support
your public schools. I know some
leaders work with, socialize with,
and go to church with other peo-
ple who choose not to use the pub-
lic schools; nevertheless, I will
expect these leaders to take pub-
lic policy positions that strongly
support public education. 

As for others, I will expect sen-
ior citizens, families who home
school their children, and leaders
of non-public schools to also put
the community’s interest above
their personal self-interest and
strongly support public education.
These are your public schools and
I expect this community, from top
to bottom, to provide the support
necessary to educate all public
school students to perform at sig-
nificantly higher levels.

I will go further. It is in this
community’s interest to have high
expectations for the education
performance of all children, in all
education settings. 

If education is as important to
the future of this community as
everyone says it is, then govern-
mental, economic, and civic lead-
ers should be concerned with the
education performance of all stu-
dents, no matter the venue where
their schooling occurs. 

Therefore, I challenge the
mayor and the chair of the county
commission to convene meetings
of leaders of public schools, inde-
pendent schools, parochial
schools, charter schools, home
schools, and all other means of
education in this community to
discuss establishing community
standards of student performance
that will apply to all providers of
education, pre-school through the
twelfth grade. 

I encourage this dialogue and
welcome the opportunity to par-
ticipate in it. For many different
reasons, families choose different
types of education for their chil-
dren, but citizens of this commu-
nity have a right to expect that
regardless of the type of schooling
children experience, their educa-
tion will enable them to perform

at levels necessary to become
independent, productive citizens.  

“...the institutional 
manifestation...”

As mandated by the state legis-
lature, your public school system
is the organized means by which
this community educates its chil-
dren. Your legislature has decid-
ed, and most citizens agree, that
this system is the most efficient
way to educate the tens of thou-
sands of children in this school
district.  Most people are not
qualified and do not want to teach
their own children and they can-
not afford for someone else to edu-
cate them. 

The public school system is not
the only means of educating the
community’s children, but in gen-
eral, it has proven to be the best
way to educate the most children.

One can cite evidence that in
some cases, independent schools
or home schools are more effective
than the public school system, but
no one seriously suggests that it
is possible or desirable to use
such approaches for educating the
entire school-age population of
this community. 

Most cities’ public school sys-
tems are large and complex
organizations, with thousands of
employees and children for which
they are responsible. In communi-
ties with accelerated residential
growth beyond the school system’s
control, external forces impinging
on the school system can become
almost overwhelming. 

A school system’s focus, there-
fore, can become fragmented,
more concerned with policies, reg-
ulations, and procedures to guide
practices and provide services
than with the primary task of
educating children. Reversing this
paradigm is difficult, but it is
important to try. 

Until I learn more about your
school system, I cannot know all
the ways in which it should or
could change for the better, but
the following are my current
thoughts:

The purpose of this school
system is to educate every

child, in every school, to perform
at significantly higher levels.
Employment in the school system
is a sacred trust, focused on pro-
viding the best possible education
for children and the greatest pos-
sible support for teachers. The
school system does not exist to
provide jobs for this community or
any group in this community. The
school system does not exist for
its employees. We are not here to
create bureaucratic sinecures or
perpetuate activities that do not
directly improve teaching and
learning. We are not here to
please each family or each school
board member; we are here to
educate the children who attend
our public schools.

As more and more families
choose to live in this school

district, residential development

If education is as 
important to the future of
this community as 
everyone says it is, then
governmental, economic,
and civic leaders should
be concerned with the
education performance of
all students, no matter
the venue where their 
schooling occurs. 
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is occurring at a rapid rate. The
school system does not have the
authority to either control or
influence it. Enterprising develop-
ers build almost at will, leaving it
to the public school system to
catch up. Families purchase
homes in and move to new resi-
dential developments, assuming
public schools will follow. They
even assume the new schools will
be in locations convenient to their
developments. 

Though these trends have seri-
ous educational, economic and
social consequences for this entire
community, new homes spring up
without abate and the school sys-
tem scrambles to respond. This
has to change. It is time for every-
one to be concerned with the
development of this community
and all its institutions, not just
its housing. 

Therefore, when the school sys-
tem has not participated in the
planning for new residential
developments, I will recommend
to the school board that it declare
a moratorium on new school con-
struction in those areas. 

The school system will serve all
families who choose to use it, but
we have an obligation to all, not
just some, of this community’s
taxpayers.

Providing competent, caring,
stable leadership at the

school and classroom levels must
be the school system’s priority. As
superintendent, I will be more
concerned with high quality
teaching and high quality school
leadership than with “highly
qualified” teachers and principals.

Teacher certification alone is a
weak foundation upon which to
build a career of educating chil-
dren with diverse needs. I will
place greater value on educators
who are learners, and the results
they produce, than on the certifi-
cates they hold. To the extent that
laws require it, we will honor edu-
cators’ credentials, but we will
devote greater attention to the
school and student effects of edu-
cators’ performance. 

I will work with representative
teachers and administrators to

draft a salary and incentive sys-
tem that emphasizes performance
as the primary factor in the
recruitment, retention, promotion
and assessment of the school sys-
tem’s professional staff.

Teachers and principals are
marvelous people who each

day willingly endure, even
embrace, what most people in this
community seek to avoid. They
are people of good will and good
intent, but they would like to be
more successful in positively
affecting the academic perform-
ance of students. 

To achieve that goal, they need
to know more, they need to ana-
lyze and reflect more on their own
practice, and they need to collabo-
rate more with their colleagues to
identify and test potential solu-
tions to difficult issues of peda-
gogy and learning. I will expect
every teacher and every principal
in every school to engage in such
a process of high-quality profes-
sional learning. 

To make this possible, we will
relieve them of current profes-
sional development obligations
that yield few, if any, significant
improvements in student per-
formance. In place of these unpro-
ductive activities, we will require
and support high-quality profes-
sional learning experiences that
occur at the school level and, for
the most part, occur as part of
educators’ daily work. 

These professional learning
experiences must be and will be
focused on raising levels of stu-
dent performance. We will make
it clear to persons seeking
employment in the school system
that if they are not committed to
their own intellectual develop-
ment and to continuous learning
to improve their practice and its
results, they need not apply.

During the past several
decades, the growth of your

school system, its increasing com-
plexity, and a host of state and
federal education programs, laws
and regulations have led the sys-
tem to develop a central office
bureaucracy. Much of it is neces-
sary, but one negative effect is
that the central office generates a
torrent of communications and
directives that distract schools
from improving student achieve-
ment, rather than enhances their
efforts to do so. 

My basic operating principle
will be that functions of the cen-
tral office should be limited, and
focused to the greatest extent pos-
sible on supporting schools and
classroom teachers. I will closely
review the central office organiza-
tion, staffing, and communica-
tions to determine if there are
functions we can eliminate and
utilize the savings to meet press-
ing school needs. 

The primary criterion I will use
to assess these functions will be
the results they produce and their
value to children’s efforts to learn
and teachers’ efforts to teach. My
goal will be to reduce significantly
the links in the chain of adminis-
trative actions between the cen-
tral office and achievement in the
classroom.

It is time for everyone to
be concerned with the
development of this 
community and all its
institutions, not just its
housing.
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The school system must be
accountable for its academic

results. However, nearly all school
systems fail to hold themselves
accountable for what students
know and are able to do. It is not
surprising, therefore, that in
recent years state and federal
governments have enacted more
laws seeking to hold schools more
accountable. 

School systems have responded
to these mandates by providing
educational experiences that are
increasingly narrow and superfi-
cial. It will be difficult to shift
from educators expecting others
to hold them accountable to edu-
cators holding themselves
accountable, but we have to
begin. 

I will require each school to cre-
ate an academic oversight com-
mittee responsible for developing
a deep understanding of what stu-
dents actually know and can do.
One aspect of this process will be
for the committees to become
thoroughly familiar with test
results, but the greater challenge
will be to discover or develop, and
pilot, types of performance-based
assessment that are more reveal-
ing and instructive than current
tests. 

No school currently has the
capacity to carry out this task
effectively, so for the first two
years the oversight committees’
work will be devoted to intensive
professional learning; in subse-
quent years the learning will
become less intensive but no less
intentional. Each school’s goal
will be to become more knowl-
edgeable, honest, and public –
internally and externally – about
authentic student performance,
and to become more responsive to
the self-imposed imperative to
improve it. 

To ensure that schools take this
goal seriously, I will make it one
criterion in my personal annual
performance reviews of principals

Iwill work to create a profes-
sional culture where teachers

and administrators take greater
responsibility for developing and
applying solutions to the prob-

lems they face. Because they are
models for their students, teach-
ers and administrators must
demonstrate that their own edu-
cation empowers them to solve
problems. One use of education,
after all, is the identification of
resources, critical thinking, and
learning from and adapting the
experiences of others. 

There is a wealth of talent and
experience in this school system.
There are educators who produce
wonderful results in their schools
and classrooms. We must make
greater use of the intellectual and
experiential resources we have to
solve our own problems, rather
than blaming others or waiting
for them to provide “solutions” we
then resent. 

I will create incentives for and
publicly recognize teachers and

administrators who generate solu-
tions that demonstrably improve
the performance of our schools
and our students.

The citizens of this communi-
ty must trust their public

school system.  To earn that trust,
as well as to obtain expert,
thoughtful analyses about the
school system’s performance, I
will take these actions. 

First, I will contract with an
external qualitative evaluation
firm experienced in observing and
analyzing school system reforms.
Representatives of this firm will
periodically visit the school sys-
tem, interview selected educators
at both the central office and
building levels, and subsequently
provide us with narrative reports
assessing the school system’s
progress in creating conditions
that raise levels of educator and
student performance. I will make
these reports public. 

In addition, I will ask selected
business leaders of this communi-
ty to serve on a financial and
business operations oversight
committee. Their role will be to
become intimately knowledgeable
about the school system’s finances
and business operations, and to
issue an annual report that
includes their findings and recom-
mendations. These reports will
supplement, not replace, the cur-
rent annual financial review con-
ducted by the school system’s
external auditors. I will make the
committee’s reports public. I will
expect this committee to be the
public stewards for the efficiency
and effectiveness of the school
system’s finances and business
operations. When we need to
improve, I will expect them to tell
us, and when our funding agen-
cies need to provide greater sup-
port for your public schools, I will
expect the committee members to
be your school system’s most vocal
advocates.

As the institutional manifesta-
tion of this community’s intent to
educate its children, your public
school system is not perfect,
though it is better than many oth-
ers, and I cannot make it perfect.

I do believe, however, that we

I will require each school
to create an academic
oversight committee
responsible for 
developing a deep 
understanding of what
students actually know
and can do.
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must organize and operate it to
focus its considerable financial
and human resources on increas-
ing students’ academic perform-
ance. 

“... all children should
develop the knowledge,

skills, and values 
necessary ...”

The central issue for this com-
munity, as it is for every commu-
nity, is: Do you really mean it? Do
you seriously intend for your pub-
lic schools to help “all children”
develop essential knowledge,
skills, and values? This is not a
facetious question. 

For many, many years, this
community, like most other com-
munities in the South, did not
aspire to educate all its children.

When I use the word “educate,”
I do not mean just any education-
al experience to alleviate igno-
rance; I mean educate well, edu-
cate equitably, and educate to
complete high school, prepared to
seek more education at the next
level. 

Let us recall, indeed, let us
memorialize, the generations of
children that your community,
like most other communities, did
not intend to educate: women,
African-Americans, children with
disabilities, those who did not
speak English, and children from
low-income families. 

In fact, your community, like
other communities, never took
seriously the need to educate
these children until a series of
federal laws and court decisions
forced it to do so. 

People now celebrate the inclu-
siveness and diversity of the pub-
lic schools, but in years past your
community never of its own voli-
tion sought to make the school
system inclusive and diverse. 

All this is within memory for
many of us who came of age in
the South. 

I, for example, attended an all-
white, all-male public high school
in South Carolina. No disabled
student was in sight. All students
were native-born. The school sys-

tem consigned students from low-
income families to the textiles or
general education track. Only a
small proportion of the students
benefited from the college
preparatory curriculum. 

It was a good place for me, just
as my public school experiences in
Alabama and Mississippi were
good for me, but that was because
I was of the race and social class
that the communities intended to
educate. 

Let me correct that. I should
say “intended to partially edu-
cate,” because the communities
only cared about preparing me to
understand and function in a very
small part of the community
where I lived, not to mention an
even smaller small part of the
state, nation, or world where I
lived. 

Now, thankfully, it is a new day.
Because of pressures by the feder-
al government, initiatives by
advocacy organizations represent-
ing various public school con-
stituencies, and the migration of
increasingly diverse immigrant
groups into the South, public
schools have become much more
inclusive during the past 30

years. 
Your public schools are educat-

ing many more students, and
more students representing a
wider array of ethnicities and lan-
guages, more effectively, than
thirty years ago. However, some
phenomena are constant. 

Students who only attend school
regularly, consistently demon-
strate reasonably good behavior,
and meet their teachers’ mini-
mum expectations for academic
performance, will obtain what one
state describes as “minimally ade-
quate education.” 

On the other hand, students
whose prior educational experi-
ences have been effective, who are
motivated, and who have vigilant
and aggressive parents and edu-
cational experiences beyond those
provided by the school, will get
the best the school system has to
offer. 

Your public schools cannot con-
trol the incomes, educational lev-
els, family constructs, behaviors,
choices, or ethics of the homes
from which students come. These
factors, and others, have greater
or lesser effects on students’ aca-
demic achievement, depending on

People now celebrate the inclusiveness and diversity of
the public schools, but in years past your community
never of its own volition sought to make the school 
system inclusive and diverse.



A ‘Superintendent’ Speaks Educate! 04-08-29 8
whose research you believe and
the values you hold. 

My view is that the dominant
culture in this country makes it
very difficult for us to shake off
stereotypes about people’s motiva-
tion and abilities. 

All of us in public education
have to be constantly on guard
against “profiling” students based
on our assumptions that factors
we really know little about deter-
mine what students will achieve
or who they will become. 

The greatest success stories in
public education – across all time,
races, and classes – have only two
characters: the skillful, caring
teacher with high expectations
who does whatever it takes to
help a student learn, and the stu-
dent who ultimately responds,
marveling that the teacher con-
siders him worthy of so much
effort. 

We all know such teachers
because many of us were their
students. Our task, in this time,
in this school system, is to trans-
late those idiosyncratic experi-
ences into institutional practice. 

Your public schools can be pow-
erful forces for the academic and
personal development of all stu-
dents, but your community, like
most communities, limits what
the schools can accomplish. 

Educators know, for example,
that when students of diverse
backgrounds, abilities and inter-
ests are in the same school and
the same class, and when they
benefit from high-quality teach-
ing, there can be positive academ-
ic results. 

However, families’ personal
choices, and the political dimen-
sion of those choices, deny public
schools the opportunity to use
diversity as one means to advance
academic achievement. 

Schools and students no longer
suffer from racial segregation
mandated by law, as they did for
most of the past century, but fam-
ilies’ individual decisions rooted
in social class and fear limit
actions your school system can
take. 

Some families live in certain
areas of your community because

those are the only places they can
afford to live. Other families with
greater resources choose from a
wide variety of residential loca-
tions and base their decisions on
such factors as convenience, age
or quality of the housing stock,
age or social class of the neighbor-
hood residents, and proximity to
amenities they perceive to be
desirable, such as shopping, recre-
ational, and educational facilities. 

In the main, the result is that
families tend to live in areas pop-
ulated by people like themselves,
those who fit a similar demo-
graphic profile. 

The student composition of your
public schools tends to reflect
these decisions. This is not
absolute, of course; your school

system works hard and spends
enormous sums of money to cre-
ate educational settings that will
attract students from different
backgrounds. 

It continues to be true that in
spite of everything, public schools
are still the most diverse institu-
tions in this community.

When the school system had to
dismantle its race-based method
of student assignment, it had the
legal and political leverage to
reassign students to create
diverse schools and classrooms.
Subsequent research demonstrat-
ed that over the years the result-
ing schools and classrooms pro-
duced positive academic effects,
as well as social and economic
benefits.  

Now, however, there is a new
school system, not segregated by
law as the old one was, but par-
tially segregated by virtue of fam-
ilies’ residential and education
choices, and by economic and cul-
tural forces that influence those
choices. 

The large majority of white and
African-American families neither
wants nor will support student
assignment plans that impose sig-
nificant transportation burdens
on their children, particularly in
the absence of a judicial decision
requiring it. Some families accept
such burdens to provide their
children greater opportunities,
but few do so primarily to put
their children in educational and
social contexts that are more
diverse. 

Four forces have converged to
work against greater diversity: 

(1) There are more families in
which all the adults are working,
and trying to cope with the com-
plexities of modern life, 

(2) More families feel they are
losing control over their children’s
lives, 

(3) Residential developments
are expanding into areas previ-
ously not considered for develop-
ment, and 

(4) More families have the abili-
ty and inclination to purchase pri-
vate educational and recreational
opportunities for their children. 

These forces, not to mention the

Educators know, for
example, that when 
students of diverse 
backgrounds, abilities
and interests are in the
same school and the
same class, and when
they benefit from 
high-quality teaching,
there can be positive 
academic results.
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heightened anxiety of the post-
9/11 era, spur families to seek
greater security, more control,
and less complexity in their lives.
That translates, in turn, into
choices shaped by a desire for pre-
dictable results, or by the quest to
minimize variables that might
produce unfavorable results. 

Just as was the case under the
de jure segregated system of pub-
lic education, the public schools
reflect, rather than cause, fami-
lies’ fears.

I assume that as is true in other
cities, your community has not
had serious discussions about how
the forces I have just described
are impacting the educational
opportunities of children who
attend public schools, whether
you care, how much you care, and
what you are prepared to do
about it if you do care. 

As your superintendent, I will
seek the support of community
leaders throughout the school dis-
trict to create venues for fostering
and facilitating such discussions. 

This will also be difficult, but
we have to face the fact that this
is a fragmented community and,
if we do not address this issue,
over time it will seriously impede
your public schools in providing a
high quality education for all chil-
dren.

“... to become productive,
independent adults ...”
It is my view that your public

schools should hold themselves to
a high standard in terms of the
results they are seeking. 

I do not consider the goal of
high school graduation to be a
high standard. 

Everything we know from our
personal experiences, everything
we read about the findings of
researchers and economists, and
everything we hear from business
leaders, tells us that the value of
a high school diploma dramatical-
ly depreciates immediately after I
hand it to a young person who
walks across the stage. 

High school graduation is only
an interim goal, just as regular
school attendance and completing

homework and performing at
standard are interim goals. 

If this community wants its
public school students to become
independent, productive adults,
they must seek and satisfactorily
complete some level of education
beyond high school. 

That may be an apprentice pro-
gram with a union, or some other
training program lasting from six
to eighteen months that results in
a certified skill. It may be two
years of technical school or com-
munity college. It may be four
years of college or university edu-
cation.

If I am superintendent, the

school system will organize itself
to send a strong and consistent
message to all students, begin-
ning in the first grade, that we
are setting them on a path to pur-
sue and complete some level of
education beyond high school.
That will be the expectation we
create and communicate. 

Schools will pull themselves out
of the muck of short-term focus on
the next state test, and instead
prepare their students to demon-
strate the proficiencies necessary
for admission to post-secondary
educational experiences. 

If short-term test results falter,
so be it. I will take the heat. 

I will also insist, however, the
school-based academic oversight
committees produce credible evi-
dence that students in their
schools are performing at or
above performance standards nec-
essary to gain admission, without
the need for remediation, to at
least a two-year post-secondary
education institution. 

We will aim for higher stan-
dards of performance and more
rigorous, more meaningful
accountability than currently pre-
vails in this school system. The
school system’s greatest test will
be whether all students who grad-
uate from our high schools enroll
in post-secondary education expe-
riences that prepare them to be
productive, independent adults.

“... capable of sustaining
and strengthening the
democratic civic life of

this community ...”
I do not have to tell this audi-

ence that it is important for high
school graduates to have the
knowledge and inclination to par-
ticipate over time in the civic life
of this community. 

To do that, they need to under-
stand what the public, political,
civic, and cultural institutions of
this community are, the opportu-
nities they provide, how their
decisions and services affect indi-
viduals and families, how these
institutions function, and how cit-
izens’ relate to them. 

Schools will pull 
themselves out of the
muck of short-term focus
on the next state test, and
instead prepare their 
students to demonstrate
the proficiencies 
necessary for admission
to post-secondary 
educational experiences.
If short-term test results
falter, so be it. 
I will take the heat.



Many adults do not understand
these things because no one
taught them. We will aim to pre-
pare future generations different-
ly. 

“Civics” will be an important
part of our curriculum at every
level of schooling, in some grades
as a separate course and in other
grades as part units within cours-
es of study. 

We will develop partnerships
with the other major institutions
of this community to provide field
experiences in which students dis-
cover how these institutions func-
tion, and learn how they can con-
tribute to and influence their
activities. This approach will have
profound implications for the
school system as well. 

We cannot conscientiously
espouse the virtues of democratic
civic life if the system itself does
not encourage examination of its
own operations, foster trans-
parency, and ensure that schools
and classrooms are safe for people
to express their opinions. 

I know many educators believe
there is already too much democ-
racy in public education, and that
schools could operate more effec-
tively if people would keep their
dissenting opinions to themselves.

However, democracy is not the
problem. The problem is that peo-
ple do not know how to function
in a democratic framework. 

They do not know how to listen
to and analyze views other than
their own. They do not know how
to communicate effectively and
with respect. They presume that
because they have strong opin-
ions, those opinions should pre-
vail. They do not know how to
balance their personal interests
with actions that advance the
common good. 

This is why it is necessary for
us to prepare young people to sus-
tain and strengthen democratic
civic life. We can only do that if
adults show the way, from the
school board to the classroom.

Ladies and gentlemen, I hope
my statement provides you with a
better understanding of the per-
spectives that will shape my
actions if I become the superin-

tendent of your public schools. I
have described my positions
briefly and simply, but I know
they will be difficult to bring to
fruition. 

You should not expect them to
materialize in the first month or
the first year I am your superin-
tendent. Nevertheless, this com-
munity has little time to waste in
addressing these issues, and I will
push it to do so as quickly, delib-
erately, and effectively.

I have one last comment. I am
not a white knight. I cannot make
the school system more effectively
serve all the children of this com-
munity. These are your public
schools. It is up to you to deter-
mine the results you want from
the school system, and it is up to
you to provide the support that
will enable public schools to
achieve those results. 

Everyone in this audience
tonight has experiences and skills
this school system needs. If I am
your superintendent, I will ask
you, as citizens of this community,
to put your shoulders to the wheel
to strengthen your public schools.

There is no limit to what you
can do. There is no limit to what
the schools can become. 

I need your help, not just your

money and your labor, but your
intellect, your imagination, your
will, your faith, your caring, and
your political support. 

I need your help, whether you
agitate in the community or listen
to a child read in the classroom. I
need your help, whether you
serve on a school’s academic over-
sight committee or become an
expert on one sliver of the school
system’s operations and then
become the pest who is not satis-
fied until that piece of the system
improves.  

Beyond that, I want to be your
partner, not your savior or your
lackey or your punching bag. 

I believe that together we can
create the school system you want
and the educational experiences
your children deserve. 

The way will be hard. I will
make mistakes, just as you will. I
will try to be patient, as I hope
you will. 

We will not always agree. We
may even disagree sharply. That
is fine, so long as we struggle
together, and keep struggling
together, to find the best ways for
your public schools to educate all
the children who choose to attend
them. 

Thank you.
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Swann Fellowship board member B.B. DeLaine presents Mizell with
the group’s “Decent Human Being” award.



A short summary of points addressed by Mizell:

Raising the bar
One standard for public, private education

Community leaders should define a community
standard against which to judge the stewardship of
public, private and other schooling methods.
Expectations of community leaders

Whatever their personal decisions for educating
their own children, community leaders need to be
“vocal and persistent advocates” in suport of public
education.
Internal oversight of profiling

All staff should be on guard against the “profiling”
that leads to having lower expectations for some
students.
Discuss what universal education means

Does the community really want to educate all
children? Will it pay the price? Community must
have that discussion, wrenching as it will be. A com-
munity divded on the question will hobble school
improvement.
Set higher goals for students

A high school diploma is not a high standard.
Prepare every student for some form of education
beyond high school.

Raising academic achievement
Reform assessments of what students know

Create academic oversight committees at each
school and create new testing instruments to better
understand what students have learned.
Judge principals on delivery of assessments

To make this happen, tie principal evaluations to
this work.
Create incentives for solutions

Teachers and administrators who create ways to
improve student performance will be rewarded.
Deemphasize one-year results

Refocus on education, not just higher scores on the
next test. If scores fall short-term, take the heat.

Making the district accountable
Outsiders to assess achievement gains

Use outsiders to evaluate school reforms and
assess progress in raising level of educator and stu-
dent performance. The reports will be public.
Business execs to review stewardship

In addition to normal financial accounting, busi-
ness leaders will review financial and business oper-
ations. Their annual review will be made public.
Better prepare students to be citizens

Important civics lessons should be taught at all
grade levels, as separate courses, as units of study,
and through field experiences in partnership with
community institutions.

Internal nuts and bolts
No positions or programs are sacred

Programs and people that don’t contribute to rais-
ing student achievement should be ended.
Demote proximity from No. 1 siting goal

When builders create housing the district has not
helped plan, homeowners will not necessarily see a
new school go up nearby.
Focus staff development on classroom

Realign professional development from seminars
on teacher work days to mentoring during the school
day.
Pare central office to key support functions

Focus central office on supporting classroom work.
Look for savings in other activities.
Honor expression of opinion

Before schools can teach students to value their
civic responsibilities, they must recommit to open
review of school operations, transparency, and
encouragement of expression of differing opinions.

Every citizen’s role
No time to waste, but no quick fixes

Consider your superintendent your partner in
school reform, not your savior – or a punching bag.
Hold your educators to deliberate, effective reform,
but don’t expect it to happen overnight. And it won’t
happen at all without your support.
Every citizen has a role to play

“I need your help, whether you agitate in the com-
munity or listen to a child read in the classroom. I
need your help, whether you serve on a school’s aca-
demic oversight committee or become an expert on
one sliver of the school system’s operations and then
become the pest who is not satisfied until that piece
of the system improves.”

Summary of key points 
as aid to further discussion

Hayes Mizell
Mizell is Distinguished Senior Fellow of the

National Staff Development Council, a 10,000-
member organization dedicated to improving the
professional development of public school educa-
tors.

Between 1987 and 2003 he lived in the metro-
politan New York area when he was director of the
Edna McConnell Clark Foundation's Program for
Student Achievement. In that capacity he con-
ceived and implemented the Foundation's major
initiatives to support middle school reform through-
out the United States. 

Between 1966 and 1982, he directed the South
Carolina office of the American Friends Service
Committee. During these years, he advocated and
monitored the desegregation of the state's public
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other activities to improve the education of stu-
dents from low-income and minority families.
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