
Naked Emperors (Or: Speaking of Cults) 	

	


After yet another highly publicized I-care-about-children declaration, a nationally 
recognized school reform leader – a leader whose status as an educational “expert” had evidently 
been founded upon nothing more than his individual willingness to leap irrepressibly after each 
and every penny connected to an unpredictably shifting reform-attached money – faced criticism 
from unhappy constituents. 

Puffing up, he blustered and spluttered.  
Defensively he told everyone, that?
Well, due to his personal desire to protect children, he would be the first to back efforts 

for unveiling tricksters; he would be the first to expose, as needed, unacceptably naked emperors.  
And, all the while, ironically?  
There he stood – an utterly naked man.
Remember the story: The naked emperor, a self-promoting VIP so egocentric and self-

important that, in his unrestrained grasp at fame, he had been easily duped by local con artists 
into believing that they had attired him in clothing so perfect, so delicate, and so beautiful, that 
only those of highest rank could see it.  

Full of himself, yet privately aware that, in point of fact, he couldn’t perceive the 
exceptional garments, expediently this power-hungry man had surrounded himself with lackeys, 
neophytes and acolytes – compliant citizens so eager to please (and so anxious to remain within 
the ranks of the privileged and well-to-do) that they had pretended to believe wholeheartedly in 
the nonexistent apparel.  Citizens unwilling to admit to themselves, and to any of the others who 
owned advantaged access into the glittering environs of the Emperor, that they couldn’t see what 
was, actually, never there.  

Maybe, in fact?  
Who knows.  Maybe, as the days, months and years passed, these dedicated yes-men (and 

occasional yes-women) convinced themselves that they really could, on a good day, in a certain 
light, see the unearthly textiles: fabrics which had been repeatedly and enthusiastically described 
to them by an always increasing number of zealots (and even more unbendingly by a growing 
supply of self-interested and craftily enterprising carpetbaggers) – year after year. 

After year.
Self-deception is, after all, what faction thinking is all about.
Late one afternoon in the final hours of a long week infused with the demands of a “non-

negotiable” teacher retraining, a group of teachers collected informally in the parking lot.  
Patiently they waited in the hope of questioning the young man who had been very suddenly, and 
very unexpectedly, hired as an enforcer of fidelity to the newly ordered day-by-day, minutely-
prescripted lessons; intentionally these unhappy educators encircled this recently empowered 
educational “expert,” and, with an obvious agitation, expressed their worries that the blindly 
forced adherence to a narrowly immovable curricula would generate an inability to meet actual 
student needs.
	
 Finding himself surrounded, the youthfully handsome specialist turned his head, first left, 
and then right; surreptitiously he let his glance sweep quickly over the parking lot.  Seeing no 
district administrator in the area, he elected to speak candidly.  
	
 Off the record, as it were.



	
 “I know that this isn’t going to be easy,” he started out nervously, throwing a second 
glance around his immediate surroundings.  “But, see?  You don’t understand; I can’t do anything 
about this.  Those guys at the top?  They’re fanatics.”  
	
 Lowering his voice, he carefully ventured a private opinion: “I’m not kidding; it’s like 
this is a cult.”  Anxious to put an end to this clearly uncomfortable conversation, just as so many 
others had done before him, he turned his back before throwing out a final comment: “I wish I 
could help you.  But I can’t.” 

Ah.  
The clear and conclusive: “I can’t.”
Learning how to survive under the demanding dictates of an inflexible NCLB; learning 

how to endure the long years increasingly bent to a modern-day top-down/do-what-I-say 
management transition.  Ultimately?  Well, ultimately you accepted that – as over the years 
public school administrative practices morphed from a voice-friendly, community-inclusive, 
collaboratively-involved supervision into an unquestioned, top-down, do-what-I-say fealty – in 
the theoretically “better” world of a Big Money reform:

“Caring about the kids?”  
Meant a total and unqualified loyalty to the Big Boys.  
Those modern-day, self-aggrandizing educational experts.  
Those shockingly naked guys – way up there at the top.


