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Dearly Beloved, we are gathered here today – Oops, wrong program, sorry about that Mike.  I am deeply grateful to Mike and to the conference planners to be invited back to my former life in public education in order to serve as your closing speaker for the annual conference of BTSA and Intern Directors.  In doing so, I promise I am fully aware that I am a post-luncheon and closing speaker.  Many of you have airplanes to catch and office work to do, so I promise to be on time.  Indeed, most of my sermons only last ten minutes – Episcopalians have very busy schedules, you know.  Moreover, I further promise, since this is a state-sponsored event, to avoid any altar calls and the passing of the collection plate, though some biblical references may be made.

How many of you know Jean Louise Stellfox?  Unless you went to Shamokin High School, located in the Appalachian coal fields of Pennsylvania, or read the New York Times quite carefully; you wouldn’t be likely to know anything about her.  But, to those who knew her, she is quite famous and lived a life that captures everything I could possibly want to say to you all today.

For you see, Jean Stellfox taught English at Shamokin High School for 39 years.  She was the quintessential high school English teacher.  She never married, only went away from her home town of Shamokin long enough to graduate from Dickinson College of Carlisle, PA, and spent her whole life in her family home, a small attached row house, originally built by the coal company a century earlier.

But she was never alone, even after her parents died, for her students were her family.  As one student remarked, “She didn’t teach you for a year and forget you.”  Her students were inspired to become English teachers like her, and one became her colleague and friend.  She was invited to weddings and graduations and at least one Broadway opening.  Many a thank-you note to her was discarded and restarted or reworked just to avoid making any grammatical errors that would undercut the sentiment of the note.  She was known to her students, behind her back, of course, as “Silver Fox.”  Her students chronicled her every idiosyncrasy – she only wore dresses, never pants, she never snacked, she only drank water.  Her students adored her, respected her, and, on occasion, feared falling below her expectations for them.  She never raised her voice, yet when her students heard her footsteps coming down the hall, everyone shut up and got ready.  She had “The Look,” that essential tool in every great teacher’s repertoire that could stop an adolescent boy at 20 paces.  And when the bell rang at the end of the period, no one moved until Miss Stellfox nodded her head.  She gave a spelling test to every student every Friday.  Every student learned the names of the ancient gods – both Greek and Roman versions.  And every student of Miss Stellfox could recite Hamlet’s soliloquy from memory and some can still do it to this very day.  She was a teacher of uncompromising standards, she was a teacher professionally prepared, and she was a force of nature in the lives of thousands of adolescents.  It will come as no surprise to you to know that her funeral was completely and fully planned, including the names of her preferred organist, one of her former students, with two back-ups in case he was unavailable.  It will further not surprise you to learn that he made himself available.

Jean Stellfox had been inspired to become an English teacher by a visit that the poet Robert Frost made to Dickinson College in 1959.  She was deeply moved by that experience and wanted to share her passion for poetry and literature with others.  She went back home and did just that for almost four decades.  But it turns out that Jean Stellfox did more than merely teach with skill and expertise and passion to generations of teenagers.  It turns out that Jean Stellfox was a canny investor in stocks and bonds.  And, on her death, she gave $1.5 million dollars to Dickinson College to support a program to bring renowned writers to her alma mater so that others might be inspired, as she had been by Robert Frost so long ago.

Now this alone would make a wonderful “feel good” movie.  But the part of the story of this extraordinary teacher that truly moved me was the part that told of the finding, in her study, of two very thick scrapbooks entitled, “Memories of Teaching.”  In these books were thousands of photos, cards, and letters from her students.  Long after they had gone out into the larger world, they sought her approval and support.  They shared with her their triumphs, their disasters, their hopes, and their fears.  She had transformed their lives in ways that continued to reverberate for decades.  They learned far more than just the adopted curriculum; they learned about themselves.  Now, Miss Stellfox was not my English teacher, though Miss Jordan and Miss Powers, my own English teachers, still control my writing.  I am willing to bet that each of us had one or more great teacher of the caliber of Miss Stellfox and, I believe we are all better human beings for those experiences.  Every child should know a Miss Stellfox, if only once.

I have a box in my garage filled with my own memories of classroom teaching.  My guess is that many of you in this room have such a box somewhere.  And I also carry around in my head and in my heart profound memories of teaching.  I still hear from one of my high school students.  She calls once or twice a year to let me know how she is doing and she did me the profound honor of flying out to San Francisco to attend my ordination ceremony.  I dare say that each one of you could relate stories of connections with students that transcended the classroom, stories of students that changed your life, and stories of students whose lives you know you changed.  And then there are all the lives you changed that you don’t yet know about and even some you will never know about.  But you were, as a teacher, the agent of transformation in the life of another human being.

Well, not all of us who enter teaching can be like Miss Stellfox in the specifics of her career and her final gift to education, but we can and do experience, if we listen and watch, for the transformative power of teaching.  It is generally most evident within classrooms as teachers and students engage in this mysterious process we call education.  But it also takes place in larger venues, in the development of policies and practices that govern the profession of education itself.  For teaching, though sometimes a lonely craft is seldom done in isolation.  It is almost always done in organizational settings that require support from others.  It is almost always done within organizational settings that require standards agreed upon by many.  It is almost always done within organizational settings that require dollars and time.

The transformation of teaching in California is a story that stretches for many, many years.  We sometimes forget our own history of educational innovation in California because we become dazzled by the size and complexity of our educational challenge.  We all know well that our public schools are among the most diverse schools the world has ever seen.  One third of all immigrants come to California and we literally educate some portion of the children of the world.  If size matters, then California leads almost all categories of educational challenges simply on the basis of school population of six million children.  Back when I worked for the Commission on Teacher Credentialing, I used to joke that you could get all the Deans of Education in the State of Connecticut in an SUV and drive them around until they agreed on policy matters while in California the Deans of Education come and go so rapidly that your rolodex is out of date on a daily basis.  When it comes to home language, again we lead the list.  My personal moment of awareness came when I learned that Chaldean is one of the languages spoken by California school children.  And here I thought that the Chaldeans were wiped out by the Hittites or the Amorizites or somebody when, it turns out, they simply moved to Fresno.  But setting aside the very real challenge embedded in our size and complexity; California still has an extraordinary record of innovation in educator preparation.

California led the nation in requiring a baccalaureate degree for elementary classroom teachers.  California led the nation in requiring post-baccalaureate education for secondary classroom teachers.  California led the nation in requiring all teachers to earn a baccalaureate degree in a standard subject matter field and did so over forty years ago, a fact which has not, as yet, fully penetrated Washington, DC.  California led the nation in approving internship model teacher education programs, first with permitted experimental programs in the 1950’s and later with legislation formalizing these programs in 1967, almost forty years ago.  The first internship programs were founded, through Ford Foundation grants at Stanford and the then Claremont Graduate School, largely because the Regents of the University of California feared the Ford Foundation was too liberal and internships might be Communist-inspired.  Leave it to private higher education to decide that, even if the donors are pink, their money is still green.  This spirit of innovation led the creation of the nation’s oldest independent teaching standards board, the now named Commission on Teacher Credentialing.  Roughly twenty years ago, that agency began the process of developing the learning to teach continuum and began moving all educator licensure to a standards-based effort, using the growing research base of what teacher need to know and be able to do.  Along with State Department of Education, the Commission, and other agencies, California continued its effort to generate cutting edge responses to our demanding challenges of rapidly growing and rapidly diversifying schools.

And out of that increasing awareness of the overall implications of the learning to teach continuum, and as we faced the rising tide of teacher demand, and as we listened to the diversity that marked our public schools, we became increasingly aware that systemic reform was needed if we were ever to make a dent in the overall performance of our public schools and rightly meet the needs of all our children.  And so, in a form of organizational cooperation that is seldom seen among state agencies, the Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment Project was born.  Primarily a cooperative venture between the Department of Education and Commission, BTSA was unique in its organizational and governance structure, its stance toward reform, and its unconventionality in approach.  And the enhancement of the existing Intern movement was a similar reform within the Commission.  Let me now suggest some of the remarkable characteristics of these two reform efforts.

BTSA was created and built by a remarkably small number of people, and all of them held other duties and responsibilities.  I would argue that there were never more than 5 - 8 people actively involved in the conceptualization and creation of BTSA.  BTSA did not become its own agency but remained an aspect of its two founding agencies.  The money was always forced down to the lowest level and almost no money stayed with the agencies that created BTSA.  Similarly, the funded internship programs were also created and facilitated by people with other duties and those funds passed rapidly through the state agencies to the districts and universities doing the actual work.

BTSA and the Intern programs worked on the basis of an epidemiological model of change.  That is, they always worked with the easily infected.  Early grants were competitive and initial resources were poured into programs with high probabilities of success.  These early successful programs set the stage for resource allocation increases by the Legislature and produced valuable learnings for new programs coming on-line.  We established colonies of change around the state and worked toward those agencies most resistant to change and, sometimes, simply surrounded them with innovations.

BTSA and the Intern programs operated always from a standards-based approach.  This provided maximum accountability but avoided the kind of micro-management that dooms most statewide programs.  We were unconcerned with differences in organizational structure as long as the standards were met.  Since the educational enterprise in California takes place in locales and settings of astonishing diversity, the only way to honor such differences while keeping strong accountability was to adhere to high standards but let them be, as they say, “cooked on different stoves.”

BTSA and Intern programs always honored and valued outside evaluation and learnings from research.  From the beginning, we had contracted research being done to help us gauge the impact of these programs and provide us formative feedback as we grew the programs around the state.  This is not the case in many innovation efforts and these programs benefited by the data collected and analyzed by reputable researchers.

BTSA and Intern programs always honored the realities of school district politics and the state of labor relations in schools while, at the same time, maintaining a healthy autonomy from direct management-labor negotiations.  Being funded through categorical monies helped, I believe, and, in my own last days at the Commission, the threats to fold such funds into block grants was a real concern for the BTSA and Intern programs that had so clearly benefited, in my view, from having individuated sources of funds, but finds dependent on the programs meeting fully the standards we had put into place.

BTSA and Intern programs created a new culture within the organizations that supported them and generated an authentic career ladder that truly honored teaching.  The adoption of the learning to teach continuum honored those who chose teaching as a career without giving pride of place to those who arrived at that discernment early in their college career.  Adopting the emerging standards for what teachers needed to know and be able to do as evidenced in the Teaching Performance Assessment work and the newly developed national board standards for the teaching profession along with the emerging work in content standards, all created a powerful synergy that focused our efforts and enhanced all our understandings about what was involved in developing and supporting effective learning for all students.

And, I must say, all this took place in a window of wealth for the State of California.  Because of our unstable tax structure in California since Proposition 13, the availability of funds to create and support wide-scale reform efforts are limited to those periods when the tax base is high.  The period of 1995 to 2002 happens to correspond to the “dot-com” boom years roughly and was a time when the tax coffers of California bulged.  We took advantage of this time of resources to build programs of power and importance.  And we should never forget that we were able to convince legislators that these reforms would not bear immediate fruit.  We managed to avoid the problem of short-term evaluation causing program termination.  Whether the reduced straits of state government in the “dot-com bust” years will permit the continuance of these programs remains to be seen.

But we should not get overly caught up in these matters of politics or even policy.  For such concerns can, if overdone, blind us to the real purpose of these endeavors.  And that real purpose is to enable every child in our state to grow and to develop to the limits of her or his potential.  It is to accomplish the secret wish of all the children who have ever stepped into a classroom – that there would be a teacher for them, a teacher who would get to know them, encourage them, help them, believe in them.  Children simply want a teacher who will teach them well, know them deeply, and love them anyway.  Every child wants a Miss Stellfox and not enough children ever meet a teacher like that.

The work that we do, as directors of programs designed to improve teaching, programs to draw and support highly competent people to take on the work of teaching, all comes down to that secret wish of every child.  It matters little whether our programs get awards or get more funds, if that wish is denied.  It matters little if we improve our resumes and enhance our chances for moving up the organizational chart, if that wish is denied.  It matters little if we save a few tax dollars or make some lobbyist happy, if that wish is denied.  For, you see, the very fabric of our culture, our future as a nation, a people, depends on that wish being fulfilled.  Our great armies, our alabaster monuments, our prideful proclamations of greatness are empty mutterings into the winds of history if those small silent wishes go unanswered.  Who among us is so cruel, so distant, so unfeeling as to tell a small child that there is no teacher for her or him?  Who among us is so self-absorbed, so indifferent that they would tell a small child that this thirst for knowledge and for learning must go unquenched?

Our work is profoundly important and necessary for the future of our civilization.  The truest of optimists are teachers.  For teacher plant vines whose wine they will never drink.  Teachers plant trees under whose shade they will never sit.  Teachers are the truest of stewards.  And teaching is, at its heart, a profoundly revolutionary act.  It stands, ironically, at the opposite end of the scale from our capitalist, consumerist society.  Teachers give away priceless knowledge every day.  Teachers hand out the accumulated wisdom of the ages to all who would listen.  Teachers empower others and urge them to greater lives, greater accomplishments than themselves.  Teachers pay it forward so that generations yet unborn might live lives unimaginable to us.  Teachers stand at the very cusp of creation every time they walk into a classroom for out of what appears to be nothing comes the new, the unimagined, the fresh, the unique.  Teachers bridge time and space, knitting together yesterday and today so that tomorrow might begin.  Teacher can even cheat death for their efforts live on in the lives of their students, echoing down through the generations for centuries to come.  And teachers run to joy for at the core of their work lies that particular human delight in learning, in knowing, in creating, in making things possible.  Teachers are transformative agents in a world thirsting for change.  Teacher stand at the very center point of human-ness; they are the realization of what it means to be human.

I said that I might be led to quote some scripture and there is portion of the Old Testament that comes to mind.  It is taken from the Book of Ecclesiasticus and, I think, captures what I am trying to say to you all today.  And think of Miss Stellfox and all the great teachers you have had or known as you listen:

“Let us now sing the praises of famous people, our ancestors in their generations.  The Lord apportioned to them great glory, God’s majesty from the beginning.  There were those who ruled in their kingdoms, and made a name for themselves by their valor; those who gave counsel because they were intelligent; those who spoke in prophetic oracles; those who led the people by their counsels and by their knowledge of the people’s lore; they were wise in their words of instruction – all these were honored in their generations, and were the pride of their times.  Some of them have left behind a name, so that others declare their praise.  But of others there is no memory; they perished as though they had never existed; they have become as though they were never born, they, and their children after them.  But these were godly people, whose righteous deeds have not been forgotten; their wealth will remain with their descendants, and their inheritance with their children’s children.  Their offspring will continue forever, and their glory will never be blotted out.  Their bodies are buried in peace, but their name lives on generation after generation.  The assembly declares their wisdom, and the congregation proclaims their praise.”  Ecc. 44: 1 – 15.

To all the Miss Stellfox’s in the world, to all those who stepped into classrooms in answer to the secret wishes of children, to all those who have labored to ensure that teachers are permitted to succeed at the work they are called to do, and for all those who have ever been lifted up by the skill, knowledge, dedication, and passion of a teacher, I declare their wisdom and I proclaim their praise.  

There is no greater honor or title on earth than that of “Teacher.”  Thank you.
