
The Politics of Change

 For anyone who intentionally took a step backwards; for anyone who adjusted his or her 
personal viewpoint in the effort to gain a broader perspective; for anyone who thought it 
necessary to dig just a little deeper before offering up a wholehearted support for the testing 
initiatives now battering their way into low-income buildings – oh, it was immediately evident 
that schools and neighborhoods deprived of long-term collaborative traditions, experienced, 
student-protective educators, and the stable, optimistic guardianship of old-school, career-
committed principals:
	
 Were in big trouble.  

Fortunately, however?
Few people who held power over public education ever deliberately stepped in any 

direction which might force an honest look at a pedagogical (and socially unappealing) truth.  
Conversely, those schools which continued to turn out an annually noted production of their 
brightly charted – and thus so visibly “unacceptable” – test scores, were ever more diligently 
held up to the spotlight.  Seductively, these schools called out to a growing supply of 
entrepreneurial thinkers. And – as the nationally-touted ultimatum for a no-excuses quick-fix 
school innovation opened the door?  

An abruptly available tide of self-professed consultants flooded in.  Self-promoting, self-
aggrandizing experts; enterprising, self-acclaimed reformers; self-motivated innovators 
vociferously demanding the deregulated agenda of a modern-day educational imperative: 

Change. 
Making the discovery that under the pretext of a hard-hitting accountability an 

unbounded reform could now be swiftly connected to state, federal and a growing supply of 
philanthropic monies, district budget wonks saw their chance.  Vigorously they began to push a 
nonstop and ever shifting innovation as the only remedy for “fixing” lowest-scoring and most 
politically defenseless schools.  

(Shoot, so long as you were offering the money?  
	
 They would jump right on in.  
	
 Invasively and unbendingly; oh they’d fix...well, pretty much any school.  
	
 And then?  
	
 Fix it again.  
	
 Heck, so long as the money held out?  

They’d even do it even one more time – again.)	

           	
To promote the modern-day fervor for this lucrative flood of transformations, funding 
kicked in to buttress obligatory team-building events.  Ordered into attendance, teachers working 
inside our building were directed to a recently constructed events center.  Everyone received 
nametags; new staff members were introduced.  Discharging lighthearted jokes, an animated 
activites’ director led our roomful of educators through one team building event after the next.  
	
 It wan’t long, however?
	
 Before an overarching theme came to light. 

Filtered in by way of a cleverly hidden, but heavily repeated, motif, a message soon 
began to seep through the fast pace of the day’s games.  Change, the insistent motif suggested, is 
unquestionably good.  People who oppose change?  Are unacceptably bad.  Employees who 
resist change?  Cause problems.  Selfishly resistant employees?  Are frustrating obstacles.  
Problematically hesitant team members?



Must be silenced.  
Or, at the very least:
Studiously ignored. 
“Stand facing a partner,” our excessively happy activities’ director instructed.  We 

followed his request.  “Turning your backs, change five things about your outward appearance.”  
Heeding his directive, we reversed and began to take off glasses, re-button shirts, and pull down 
socks.  

“Turn around, now, and look at your partner.  Point out any changes you see.”  
This we did as well; it felt silly, but it was easy, and few thought to complain.  
And then the director told us – to do it again.  
With a little grumbling, for the second time we turned our backs – this time having to 

work a  little harder at rearranging the way we looked.  We took off earrings, rolled up pant legs, 
and removed shoes.  When told to reverse, we laughed at each other even as we expressed our 
relief at being done with this strangely uncomfortable game.

But, then, much to our surprise?  We heard a repeated directive:
Turn around. 
And do it again.
Complaints, outbursts, and sighs of frustration accompanied a much-less-than-

enthusiastic compliance with this recurring edict.  Although scattered participants followed the 
request, few put much effort into changing their appearance for a third time.  Told to turn and 
pinpoint additional changes, those who had made alterations complied listlessly.  Not many, in 
fact, had followed directions, and only a small number of employees were listening as the 
games’ facilitator stood at the front of the room crowing happily that the human capacity for 
change is amazing.  Truly vast and immeasurable.

Trumpeting the wonders of change even as he assiduously avoided hearing any of the 
louder and louder complaints now coming from a growing number of annoyed, and even angry, 
faces – the cheerfully determined director bounced over to our small group.

“What did you notice?” 	

Timidly, a new teacher raised his hand. 
Looking around nervously, he ventured an opinion.  “What I noticed?  Was that the 

longer the game went on, the more everyone seemed to become really frustrated.  Some people 
were even getting pretty upset.  More and more, with each turn, people began to actively resist 
making changes, and after each round they were trying harder and harder to tell you how they 
felt.”  

Shyly, he glanced around at us, his new peers, before adding:
“And also, near the end?  The changes were getting to be seriously absurd.” 
Plainly at a loss in how to respond to such a directly unexpected statement, caught up 

high on his tippy-toes, our activities’ director stopped bouncing.  Deflating slowly,  gradually he 
sank to the floor where he stood perfectly still, an energetic smile frozen tightly onto his face.  
And then, suddenly?

Something terribly important on the other side of the room caught his attention.  
Instantaneously re-inflating, off he went – excitedly willing to help.


