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Good Evening: 

 

Before hearing from you, I will give you an overview of the condition of our 

schools and the plan we are following to improve them.  Please note that I said 

“our” and “we” as these are issues that involve and impact our entire Essex 

Community, and they simply cannot be resolved without the assistance of the 

broader community.    

 

Tonight is an important night for the future of our school system and our 

students.  You see, we as a community, have to face some harsh realities if we are 

ever going to achieve our vision of excellence and truly serve the needs of ALL 

our students.  The reality of our situation is that over a number of years, the 

reputation and quality of our school system has been severely eroded.    

 

 It is not acceptable that about 40% of our students do not meet minimum state 

standards;  

 It is not acceptable that our high school will be in its 4th year of state school 

improvement status----which could quite possibly mean a loss of accreditation; 

and, 

 It is not acceptable we that we allow the failed status-quo to continue because 

we are seemingly more concerned about adults’ feeling than our students’ 

future.   

 

Let there be no mistake----We must be advocates for and protectors of our 

students, and that necessarily means fundamental changes in the status quo.      
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When I arrived here two years ago, I must confess that I did not realize the 

breadth of this school system’s problems, nor the magnitude.    Let me highlight 

what I quickly came to recognize were the key troubling educational realities: 

 

 Systemic administrative and managerial deficiencies due to a lack of 

proper basic planning, organization, and plan execution; 

 Inadequate funding for employee compensation, technology, school 

textbooks and supplies; 

 Varying degrees of teacher and staff skills and capabilities, with some 

well below necessary levels; 

 Lack of interest or motivation by a considerable number of our students 

and even some staff and teachers; 

 Serious student classroom discipline issues; 

 Poor academic performance, resulting in rock-bottom school ranking and 

an accreditation crisis; 

 A disproportionate number of students from troubled and/or 

economically challenged families that create tremendous teaching 

challenges; and, 

 A lack of positive community engagement. 

 

Given the collective weight of these harsh realities, no one should be 

surprised that our school system has performance concerns, or that our local 

economy has suffered because families and businesses have been unwilling to 

locate here due to our school system’s poor reputation.   
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Ladies and gentlemen, the things I have just mentioned are bad, but what is 

even worse is that we have been losing our most precious resource – our students.    

Many of our best students have been lost to home schooling, private, and other 

public schools.  With their departure, we lose funds that could help to improve our 

system and, more importantly, we lose their positive influence on the culture of our 

classrooms.   

 

Five years ago (2010) we had about 1,600 students.  Today, we have less 

than 1,500, and if the trend continues in five years, we will have less than 1,300.  

But, whatever the number we find in our classrooms now and in coming years, 

unless we make fundamental changes, our children will not get the education they 

need to meet life’s challenges and to compete effectively in our increasingly 

competitive global economy.  All of this not only cripples our young people, it 

seriously jeopardizes the future of this community.   

 

We simply cannot let this situation continue.  WE---all of us in this 

community---must join together in making a new public commitment to do 

whatever it takes----and it will take a lot----to improve our school system and give 

our students what they deserve and desperately need.    The good news is that 

things can be changed and key elements of the necessary foundation for doing so 

now have been put in place.   
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I say to you now that improvement must be made for the sake of our 

children and the community.   I am fully committed to doing my part to solve 

the school system’s problems as I know most of our teachers, staff, and 

community members are, or soon will be.  Our students need our entire 

community – including all that are in this room – to work with us in creating a 

better system.  I am confident that you will, and with God’s help, we will 

collectively ensure it will be done!   

 

Now, while I have pointed out the harsh realities we face, I also can report to 

you that we have already begun laying the necessary foundation to achieve the 

changes and positive results that we must have.   I would like to turn our attention 

to the system’s Mission, Vision, and Goals statement that is serving as the 

cornerstone of our revitalization efforts.  
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As you will notice, our Mission is focused on meeting the individual needs of 

our students.  This is why we exist.  We exist for our students’ welfare, not adults.  

Our decisions and actions must be squarely focused on student centered concerns.  

As the organization’s leader, I put the students first in all my decisions----I am and 

will continue to be our students #1 advocate.  My mission is to protect their 

interests before all else, and I ask that you do so as well.   

 

Our Vision speaks to our creating a system of Excellence.  To do so, our culture 

must be one that is positive.  We must seek continuous improvement.  That means 

that we have an obligation to make changes in order to improve.  We should not 

run from change but embrace it.  This is the only way to improve.  The 

continuance of the status–quo never results in improvement.  This is something 

where strong community support is critical.  

 

I must tell you quite frankly that my experience in Essex has been that almost 

anytime there is a change in our educational system there is a negative reaction by 

many in the community – this truly is not helpful!  Rather than perpetuating a 

negative culture, let’s work on creating a positive, student-centered one.  It would 

make a world of difference----we all care about our students, so why don’t we 

work together in creating a better tomorrow?  I am all in ---- are you?   

 

In this regard, I am asking you to join with me in forming a new group called 

the Essex Community Partnership for Educational Excellence.  As your neighbor 

and school superintendent, I want to work with you to seek improvement and have 

better communication.  If you are interested in participating, or know of a good 

person to be a part of this working group----and yes, it will work, please let me 

know.  
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Next, I would like to share the action steps that we have taken in order to improve: 

 

 Our first step was to create the Vision, Mission, and Goals that we just 

discussed.  It is important to know where you want to be before you start.  As 

author Lewis Carol said “If you don't know where you are going, any road will 

get you there.” In our case, we know where we want to go, and it is clear that it 

takes certain action to get there – including the personnel changes we already 

have made.  Jim Collins, author of the international best seller Good to Great, 

pointed out that the culture in the most successful organizations is rigorous and 

steadfast in their commitment to improving their organization and realizing 

their goals.  This must be our culture. 

 



7 
 

 Among the most pressing and essential challenges I encountered when I first 

arrived was making sure that the school system’s Central Office had its act 

together.  I restructured the organization with a strong emphasis on human 

resources and instructional improvement.  We also had to do a great deal of 

systems, procedure, and compliance work.  This has resulted in significant 

changes, which some disliked, but as I stand here, I can assure you that the 

Central Office is much better run, more effective, and now is effectively 

focused on our most important work---- improving the system for our students.   

 

 The reality is that without sufficient, targeted resources an organization will 

never accomplish its goals.  To that end, we have revamped the budget process 

and channeled resources toward improving teacher and staff salaries and 

benefits, increased the technology in our classrooms, and provided updated 

textbooks and instructional supplies.  This has been in partnership with the 

County Board of Supervisors, and I thank them, and ask for their continued 

support.  Now the state needs to do their part, and we all need to push state 

officials to make this happen.  One of the areas where our new Essex 

Community Partnership for Educational Excellence will be working is active 

engagement with state legislators and officials to help generate more state 

resources for our local system. 
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 Last year as you know, we also restructured school level leadership and support 

staff.  I initially heard a lot about how this was a big mistake.  I don't hear that 

much anymore.  Why? Because it has proven to be a success and has now 

generally received quite positive feedback.  You see, change is not necessarily a 

bad thing---- it can and should be a reinvigorating, natural process.  To live in 

the past relegates you to past performance levels - which in our case has not 

been good.  We must embrace change for the sake of our children to achieve 

excellence in our educational system.   

 

 Key to our improvement efforts is providing high quality, research-based 

professional development. This includes efforts to improve lesson planning, to 

focus on the schedule for what we teach and when we teach specific content 

and our ongoing efforts to improve our instructional practices in the classroom.  

We were far behind other school divisions in some of this work but have taken 

concrete steps to catch up.  To bring about change and make the necessary 

improvements for our students’ success, it is non-negotiable that all our staff 

take advantage of these improvement efforts.   

 

 The other significant step that has been taken is to make difficult classroom 

level personnel changes based on demonstrated performance, growth potential, 

skill, and the willingness to be a positive part of our system.  At the end of the 

day, how well our teachers teach is what matters most.  We must have the best 

and most motivated staff to realize improvement and achieve excellence. 
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While I cannot comment on specific personnel changes because of privacy and 

confidentiality concerns, I can without any hesitation tell you that all changes were 

made for specific, valid reasons that make sense in helping our students develop, 

grow, and learn.  These were decisions that were based on the needs of ALL our 

students - not just a select few.      

 

I have heard a lot about how things used to be better, about how our students are to 

blame, and about how they should have received a better education in prior grades.  

This type of talk must stop!  Yes, they have needs, sometimes significant.  But, the 

central problem is not our kids.  The problem has been a failed school system and a 

failure by adults to take the often painful steps necessary to revitalize and improve 

it. Well, times are changing, and we are taking the steps needed and we are on the 

pathway to educational excellence. 
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As a son of a teacher and a husband of a teacher, I have the utmost respect and 

appreciation for good teachers.  None of us would have accomplished much 

without the genuine concern, guidance, and example that our best teachers have 

given us.  Good teachers are a God send and are essential to our success. 

 

  However, and I know that it is hard to acknowledge, that not all people are 

fully proficient, let alone gifted teachers who connect to our specific students.  We 

must have the best and brightest, especially in our still troubled system.  

Fortunately, we currently have many high quality teachers in our system, but we 

need our entire faculty: 

 

 To have the belief that All our students can succeed; 

 To come to the job with the requisite teaching and classroom 

management skills to effectively educate our students and prepare them 

for today's and tomorrow's society; 

 To have a strong desire to take advantage of and seek out professional 

development opportunities; and, 

 To have the will (no matter what) to make improvement and not 

perpetuate a negative culture.     
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 Our next step, in our journey toward improvement is to focus on the individual 

needs of our students by building appropriate academic and behavioral 

supports.  We must have the right student interventions if we are going to make 

progress.     

 

Now, before I open it up to your comments or questions, I want to note some 

things that everyone in our community can do to help: 

 

 First and foremost, help stop the negative culture that exists in part of the 

community regarding our school system’s revitalization efforts.  We need to 

talk to each other in a respectful, meaningful way.  Perpetuating innuendo 

and falsehoods does not serve our students well.  Rather than holding 

various group meetings or commenting negatively on Facebook, use the time 

to directly help our students.  Come with solutions, not just complaints.  Be 

proactive and positive.  The negativity only drains resources and detracts 

from the important work we need to do together.   
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 Work with our students outside of school on academics and character 

education. 

 Focus on student needs before adult concerns.  

 Celebrate the good and help support our efforts to improve, and nominate 

yourself or others to serve on the new Essex Community Partnership for 

Educational Excellence committee to improve the education for our students 

and create a school system that meets their individual needs. 

 

Thank you for your attention and I will now take your questions/comments. 


