
No Longer In Kansas 

Mandates, directives, orders and policies.
Protocols, procedures, guidelines and strategies.  
Oh, yes; in years ever more inflexibly bent to the “compassion” of a modern-day 

educational liability; in years ever more immovably bound to the no-excuses theory of a 
“munificent” instructional accountability?

The world of low-income education had been changing rapidly. 
However, learning which policies to follow?

	
 As our nation’s loyalty to both a retaliatory testing and its consequently generated high-
stakes punishments progressed, the true-life selection of mandates had, over time, begun to 
devolve into a game played something along the lines of Russian Roulette.  If people were 
asking you to follow along, blithely and blindly, as an incessantly realigning stream of “non-
negotiable” directives forced you dispassionately over the cliff’s edge and into the yawning 
abyss – did you make a peep, did you moan, did you swoon; did you have the common sense to 
take a dizzying leap off the razzle-dazzle-bedecked reform-or-die bandwagon?

And, then:
An additional conundrum.  
Whom did you decide to follow when those who had been leading – administrators you 

had learned to trust; supervisors who had not only protected, but respected, your voice – were 
suddenly and inexplicably no longer around? 

A solidly long-term, career-committed leadership had always been critical to the survival 
and maintenance of low-income schools.  Now, however, in days overflowing with the high 
benevolence of a statistical innovation, the definition of good school leadership was experiencing 
a perplexingly surreal transformation.  

Twenty years earlier when I had first started my teaching career, I had been hired by a 
woman who, at that time, had been fulfilling the terms of a long-standing principal’s assignment 
in (as everyone in our building knew to call it) her school.  Her expectations of me had been 
founded upon a triangle of historically protected traditions: I was to produce academic solutions 
through a collaborative interaction with my teaching department, prepare lessons for 
democratically assigned classes – and work hard.  

So that’s what I did.  
And, oh, I loved teaching,
As a new hire, the old-school presumptions for an administrative stability, a long-term 

employment, and an involved neighborhood-protective community had all served as essential 
supports for my happiness; each of these factors played a key role in my ability to discover, and 
then build, an each year more effective teaching craft.  Counting upon  predictable interactions 
with experienced peers, and the use of a specific, yet creatively flexible, curriculum guide, in my 
earliest years of teaching I had taught myself in how to be a reliable cog in the complicated 
machinery of a large inner-city district.  

And – all across this same district?
School after school depended upon, and was allowed to trust and hold on to, loyally-

supportive, career-committed, long-term administrators.
Certainly some principals were better than others.  
Some, just as in any other profession?
Were fractious and difficult. 



Good or bad, however, as old-school traditional leaders, old-days’ administrators made 
serious career commitments.  They were expected, as their administrative years passed, to show a 
proven instructional vision; to fight for the clear and specific success of their schools; to show 
support and loyalty for their teachers; to listen intentionally to the parents who sent students to 
their buildings.  If, and when, mistakes were made, as a result of the integrity tied to long-term 
commitments, they knew that they would have no choice but to stick around and take 
responsibility for the mess.  

To admit, even?
To their part in the problem, and help clean it up.  

  	
 Old-school career-committed administrators understood: Due to the nature of long-
standing commitments, they would pay an overall price for poor decisions, abusive relationships 
and weak leadership.  They also knew that they would be allowed to learn from their mistakes, 
and that they could, even, gain a management value each and every time they went through the 
process.

But, today?
Ah well, today. 
Today, mixed up inside the shimmering glitz of an endlessly advertised testing 

accountability; inside this shiny, new, razzle-dazzle system of a statistically engendered liability 
– a liability which then pushes districts to impose countless reforms, redesigns, innovations, 
closures, academies, vouchers, charters and choices...  

Well, let’s just say that in modern days?
Leadership expectations have changed.    
Today, in fact, numerous low-income schools, no matter neighborhood, magnet, charter 

or choice, have been converted into buildings where the concept of long-term career-committed 
administrators is, somehow, no longer a part of anyone’s vocabulary.  Exchanged for the high 
glitter and flash generated by an endless run of ever shifting invasions, the very concept of a 
years-long stably-committed management – has now become outdated. 

Understood, if at all?
	
 Only as an old-fashioned, and irrelevantly unlikely, oxymoron. 

At a faculty meeting where our staff had just been introduced to the fourth reform 
principal in an especially disorganized year, my friend Sendra leaned across the table to offer a 
wry observation. “You know,” she whispered, “how in that movie The Wizard Of Oz, there really 
isn’t anybody in charge – there’s only that little bald guy hiding behind a screen, and, in the end 
it turns out that all anyone sees is a flashy façade because even he doesn’t know what’s going on?  

“Well,” she suggested, waving her hand lightly in the direction of our latest administrator: 
“I have a feeling that we’re no longer even anywhere near Kansas any more.”


