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Good Afternoon.

My topic today is 'Listen, Learn, Then Lead.- This title is meant to
express the idea that building coalitions and creating a sense of
community is most often conveyed through the old-fashioned
strategies of listening and learning as prerequisites to leading.

Let me begin by giving you a picture of Virginia Beach, so that
you can visualize the setting for what follows.

Virginia Beach is a young city, just 30 years old, not one of your
quaint, historic Virginia towns. This `young" atmosphere makes it
seem like Californiaactive, eager to make life what the citizens
want It to be instead of what it always has been, and often caught
in the crossfire between real estate developers and environmental-
ists. What this means Is that 'building coalitions and creating com-
munity' are basic needs in Virginia Beach. Those needs are particu-
larly intense in the school system, as I'll describe in a moment.

It's a weil-kept secret, but Virginia Beach is Virginia's second
largest city, with a population of 410,000. The city covers a territory
of 250 square miles, 50 square miles of which are waterand that
counts only The rivers, canals, and lakes, not the Chesapeake Bay
nor the Atlantic Ocean.

The city encompasses neighborhoods that could be called
'inner-city' as well as prime real estate developments and consid-
erable farmland still entirely devoted to serious agriculture. Of
course, tourism is our major enterprise, and I urge you to put our
beaches on your vacation itinerary. Virginia Beach offers wonderful
sand and sea and a host of family entertainment options. Come on
downyou'll love itl End of commercial.

The school system enrolls about 75,000 students and employs
about 8.500 employees. Minority students comprise about 25 per-
cent of the total and are widely scattered among the neighbor-
hoods, so that we have only one or two schools where the minority
are the majority.
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Now that you have the scene in mind, let me explain why the need
for building coalitions and creating community suddenly became
a matter of survivalat least for superintendents.

When I became superintendent in 1991, the School Board and I
faced several challenges. Virginia Beach schools had enjoyed a
long and stable superintendency and had cemented a reputation
for academic excellence and good schools.

The stability ended, however, with that superintendent's retire-
ment and was followed by a revolving-door superintendency
where three superintendents began their work and then left after

intendent in as many years.
one year for various unsavory reasons. So I became the fifth super-

/
What's more, the superintendent Just before me had Initiated

sweeping top-down changes in curriculum and instruction,
changes that had infuriated the teachers. They had had very little
Involvement in making curriculum decisions. Eventually their resent-
ments toppled the superintendent.

Relationships in the schools had become very guarded. Every-
one was on edge, and the atmosphere within schools was often
not welcoming to parents and citizens. The school division was,
quite frankly, in a situation more chaotic than it ever had been
before.

At the same time, the School Board was recognizing some hard,
cold facts of life. The reputation of the system was at stake, the
revolving door and the teachers' resentments had created suspi-
cion. Public confidence in the schools, especially among commu-
nity leaders, was ebbing. The School Board was fully aware that the
excellent reputation of Virginia Beach schools was a quality-of-life
factor highly touted by the City's economic development officials
in their efforts to recruit new businesses to locate in Virginia Beach.

(continued)
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(continued)

And, of course, the matter of attracting new businesses to our
city was at the top of everyone's list because we were also looking
at military downsizing, slowed economic growth, an increasing
number of minority and low-income families with high demand for
services, and intense competition for funds within the city's budget.
And we were looking at a central office that was still reeling from
the revolving-door superintendency and sometimes extremely
defensive in its responses to parents and citizens.

Our response has been a massive effort to downslze, reorganize,
and restructure the organization to focus on shared decision mak-
ing and student performanceindeed, on first-class performance
from everyone.

As you can imagine, downsizing in the midst of rebuilding public
confidence in schools is no fun. But if we are to create a truly re-
sponsive human services organization, we have to help people put
the past behind them and make it possible for them to come to
grips with change and to participate in growing the new culture of
the organization. We have to let the benefits of ownership and
shared decision making outweigh nostalgia for the past. And that
means, from my perspective, balancing the challenge of change
with support for changea 'tough -love' style of administration. To
make progress in such a cultural shift, administrators must build
coalitions of broad support within the system and within the com-
munity.
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Building coalitions means, first and foremost, building relationships.
This takes time, and it takes informal communication. Building
relationships begins with the internal audienceschool employees.
It's necessary to spend time with employees and to hear their
opinions and ideas about any issues they see.

CowssiviAtiie.tivii y Y ct isiotrio7ees
As indicated by the chaotic situation in the schools, the place for
me to begin was the employee group whose needs for communi-
cation were of the utmost importancethe teachers. Feelings of
cynicism and resentmcnt characterized the attitudes of teachers,
specialists, librarians, counselors. The former superintendent
had forced so many decisions upon them, and they had resisted
these decisions so forcefully, that their suspicionswere at an all-time
high.

So I launched the Superintendent's Communications Plan," a
citywide effort to give all employees a forum for expressing their
concerns and getting answers to their questions. This was where the
slogan, %wen, learn, and lead' first came to the surface. Because
of the cri..,.:al importance of their work and their morale, I met with
the teacherswho are after all the people on whom the system's
success depends to ensure they had access to me and to ensure
that I knew what issues were really important to them. Since I could
not meet with all groups, other administrators accepted the re-
sponsibliity of meeting with secretaries, school nurses, bus drivers,
instructional coordinators, and teacher assistants.

You might say that I listened to a lot I'd rather not know and
learned a lot I didn't want to know. Just the same, listening to
employees is a reliable way to get the real scoop on issues within
the schools. Once in a while one of my staff would travel to these
meetings with me. It was fairly common after these experiences for
the staffer to question my sanity.

(continued)
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continued)

Wt.: would I sit through four of these sessions per month for
three or four hours at a time and let teachers beat up on me? Why,
indeed?

Because the frustrations of people in the front lines give a super-
intendent information he or she will never get in documents or
administrative reports. Because in face-to-face communication,

Deabni 4
you get facial expressions and voice tones as well as the words. InD4 i a group, you can float ideas and take the pulse of the group as
they respond. You can provide accurate informatics where rumor
and fear have prevailed. You can reassure employees that you
care about them, you care about their work, you care about

/101 student learning and performance. And because you cannot
achieve this kind of Iwo-way face-to-face communication by any
other means.

Largely because of this effort, I was able to solve several imme-
diate problems faced by people on the front lines, such as provid-
ing updated copiers for their use, and to reassure them that I was
not going to make top-down decisions about curriculum, in fact,
was going to challenge them to take part in school planning coun-
cils in governing their own schools, making their own decisions
about instruction, and setting their own targets for school improve-
ment.
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In a way, the teachers' cluster groups required the same kind of
communications efforts that superintendents usually reserve for
School Board members. Everyone knows that working with
School Boards is the most important function of superinten-
dentsunless they like redoing their resumes.

The similarity of communicating with employees' cluster
groups and with the School Board can be expressed in theeArti
'listen, learn, and lead" slogan. A School Board Is always corn-
prised of diverse personalities and perspectives. A superinten-
dent must listen and learn a lot before he or she can lead a
little. Interestingly enough, that cycle of listen-learn-lead never
ends.

It's easy to see how the process of selecting a new superin-
tendent is beneficial. In the process of selection, both the super-
intendent and the School Board will have studied each other
and studied the situation. The choice of one candidate will
represent a collective decisiona consensuswhere both
parties have defined what they want from the transaction. The
moment of hiring represents a common commitment. That gives
the new superintendent momentum and a strong foundation
for beginning to create solutions to existing problems.

To continue the benefits of coming to consensus about
problems and solutions, the superintendent and School Board
must continue the mode of studying the situation and each
other, never taking anything for granted, especially as School
Board members and School Board priorities change.
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Let me also allude to the process of communicating and building
relationships with the many community groups you find In such a
large and diverse city. In general terms, it has been critically Impor-
tant In Virginia Beach to build relationships with the business/military
community, the civic and church organizations, and parent groups,
particularly the PTA.

Please keep in mind that the principals have been organizing
school planning councils. That's another story. Their efforts have
concentrated on the needs and nuances surrounding their schools.
Naturally, they have also pursued building relationships and creat-
ing new governance structures and a renewed sense of commu-
nity for their schools.

Please keep in mind, also, that In a city as large as Virginia
Beach, many educators are helping to build relationships with
community groups. Many speak to civic clubs and church groups,
many serve on committees and boards, many chatter in supermar-
ket lines and at oceanfront events. Many have active roles in
cooperative efforts, such as parenting conferences jointly spon-
sored by the school system and the PTA, or serve on systemwide

committees, for planning our multicultural events and reviewing
curriculum on the School Board's rigorous programs committee.

As experienced practitioners, you no doubt find these elements
of building relationships very familiar and not exactly news. There is
one area where we may have a little news to sharewe have
undertaken a major review of volunteer programs In the direction
of establishing a *structured volunteer program.

(continued)
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The situation Is That we have more than 250 school partnerships
with various businesses and military units; in addition, we have a
myriad of volunteer programs, some quite well organized such as
the PTA programs, and others rather loosely administered and often
Individually designed. The structuring of volunteer programs, to
begin with, means taking stock of all these initiatives, providing
orientation and training for both volunteers and educators, and
shaping programs to make certain That they pay off in increased
student learning, not just In the distribution of fast food coupons.

C"
A year from now I expect to be able to share with you the

results of this effort. My expectations are that school relationships
with the community will be immeasurably strengthened and en-
riched and that support for schools and confidence in them will
take another upswing in Virginia Beach.

CreAti,15 CONV-11*Play
Now, if a superintendent is building coalition/on the one hand,

on the other hand, he or she must be able to capitalize on them to
repair the distrust and resentments of the past and create the sense
of community that will enable the organization to become the
responsive human services organization it is capable ofbecom-
ingto achieve the renewed vision of successful schools. Theability
to create the new culture is based on the careful cultivation of
relationships and coalitions, but relationships alone will not create a
new culture.
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To move a school system forward, employees and patrons alike
respond favorably to a common sense of purposea renewed
vision of the success of their schools and their importance in
achieving that success.

Let me briefly describe a few strategies for creating the sense of
community, which I'd like to define here. First, it means having a
common vision or sense of purpose, and not just a paragraph
somewhere of lofty language to tip your hat to.

No, it's more than vision statements. Having a common sense of
purpose means arriving at a common understanding of the as-

Ile/1
sumptions underlying the renewed vision. For example, educators
are now stating publicly that all children can, or even will, learn.

/ This is a different assumption from the old one that Insisted on win-
ners and losers along the normal curve. Another assumption I've
been clear about is that the purpose of schools is learning and
that, therefore, we have to take the steps that ensure schools are
safe and secure for learning. Learning comes first.

The sense of community also includes taking responsibility for
achieving the vision, which I often state as "taking responsibility for
results.' The entire idea of taking responsibility reflects a can-do
attitude, and a can-do attitude means everyone gives up the
luxury of blaming others and gets busy solving problems.

Taking responsibility stems from the feeling that you belong to
this place, this community, or this organization. That's why, last but
not least, creating a sense of community involves a sense of place.
That's one reason I opened my remarks with a brief picture of
Virginia Beach. Families live at the Beach" for a number of rea-
sons, most of which translate to 'It's a great place to live!" They like
the oceanfront, or the contrasts of beach and farm and city, or
they have roots here from military assignmepts or tourism business

ventures. Whatever the particulars, the sense of place is a peren-
nial part of a strong sense of community.
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It's necessary, when you're endeavoring to build a productive
workplace on the ashes of the past, to communicate the new spirit
through events that symbolize the renewed vision and the common
purpose. Let me share three examples.

First, to symbolize the new vision, we held a ceremony in front of
the school administration building. Called 'Burying Bureaucracy,"
this event recognized the often stiff and unfriendly responses of the
administration to parents, teachers, and citizens. We made a cel-
ebration out of it and incorporated humor into it so that people
would understand it was the unfriendliness we were burying and
not the people themselves. Symbolically, we put the old bureau-
cratic habits behind us and moved on to learning about customer
service and user-friendly attitudes.

The All-Employee Convocation at the beginning of the school
year was another event where I attempted to display a major
break with the past and a reorientation to the new vision. In the
past, this event was associated with resentment on the part of
employees. It was always mandatory and solemn.

Based on what I learned from the cluster groups, we completely
revamped Convocation. We made it a back-to-school party,
completely voluntary. Now it's a festive event, only one hour for the
program, and time for refreshments, reunions with colleagues, and
student and faculty musical performances. Now the message for
employees is "Come and celebrate the beginning of school with
your friends and family."

At Convocation every September, I take advantage of the
occasion to share with those who i'hoose to attendand not
everyone chooses to attend, and that's the way it should bea
renewed message of purpose, vision, and priorities for the year.

The sad truth, of course, is that a superintendent can't be every-
where, can't talk to everyone face to face.. But It is always a good
Idea for a superintendent to listen to and learn from a variety of
groups. Recently, we began a series of superintendent's coffee
breaks in the central administration building. It's hard on me, be-
cause I don't drink coffee, but it gives me a chance to build rela-
tionships and demonstrate my accessibility to employees. And
that's certainly part of the message.
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A few minutes ago I mentioned putting old bureaucratic habits
behind us and moving forward io user-friendlyand customer ser-
vice practices. The major vehicle for accomplishing this cultural
change, in addition to statements of purpose from the superinten-
dent and School Board, is staff (...levelopment. How else are we to
teach and learn new ways of thinking and doing? It's staff devel-
opment that turns the rhetoric of leadership into reality.

We've changed our staff development office into a brokering
system, as we've moved staff development decisions for school
Improvement to the schools. We still have far-reaching staff devel-
opment needs systemwide, of course; but for services to schools,
the staff development office functions as a source of qualified
providers of training, maintaining a database of names and sub-
jects for sharing with school planning councils as they define im-
provement targets and seek training accordingly.

Let r - give you three examples of systemwide staff develop-
ment to illustrate our approach there. First, we've begun an internal
Academy of Leadership and Learning. Its mission is twofold: to
encourage leadership development among prospective adminis-
trators and to spread leadership training among all levels and
classes of employees. The first purpose is fairly well known among
educators. I'd like to elaborate further on the second purpose and
how it is playing out in reality.

Two examples of spreading leadership training among employ-
ees will suffice. This year we identified our own internal customer
service team, drawn from all levels and classes of employees, who
were selected because they exhibited remarkable growth in and
talent for customer service, based on their natural Inclinations and
the earliest rounds of staff development from qualified providers.
This team is in the midst of developing leadership training in cus-
tomer service. Their plans call for the availability of this training for

(continued)
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(continued)

all employees for several years. We feel that the early rounds of
trainingand the natural talents of these talented employees
have paid off handsomely in what we are now going to be able to
provide for all employees.

The second example Is a sort of long stretch. A discharged
employee made a formal complaint of racism in the office where
he had worked as the cause of his dismissal. An independent
investigation has exonerated the office of the charge but revealed
cronyism and a great deal of bickering in the workplace. I have
insisted upon human relations and diversity training for everyone in
that office, for my position is firmly and assertively against racist and
sexist practices.

Here's the interesting part. As this group of employees has
grappled with their feelings of humiliation and resentment and with
my mandate that they must undergo training, new understandings
have emerged among the employees, their supervisors, and the
staff development office. Based on these new understandings of
the human relations problems in the workplace, their training will
include diversity training, updates on the law, updates on School
Board policy, and leadership training in the form of management
strategies, supervisory methods, and communications. Is this surpris-
ing? It was a little surprising to me, but I guess it shouldn't have
been. We had never provided supervisory training nor manage-
ment strategies to the bus garage before!
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In creating a renewed sense of community, nothing succeeds like
success. Taking risks and seeing those risks pay off in substantive
improvements reinforces a can-do attitude and restores confi-
dence in self and others. Pretty soon both the internal and the
external patrons of the schools are seeing they can achieve the
renewed vision, can accomplish the purposes of schools, and can
rely on public education to produce literate, productive citizens for
the nation.

Three initiatives will illustrate my point. First, we have in place a
discipline plan called Traditional Discipline, which is anchored In
School Board policy. The heart of the plan is our Code of Student
Conduct, which every September, is formatted into a booklet and
sent home with every student. The Code of Student Conduct spells
out the rights and responsibilities of everyone in school, the adults
as well as the students.

The idea is that the student and the parents will go over the
booklet and will understand the school's expectations for behavior.
This plan is widely acclaimed in the community and with the teach-
ers, at least until one's own child is disciplined accordingly, and
then the plan suddenly becomes too harsh. Traditional discipline,
nevertheless, ensures that our schools are safe and secure for
learning.

Another bold initiative is our Uteracy Center. Let me explain. The
Commonwealth of Virginia requires that students pass three seg-
ments of its Uteracy Passport Test In order to be classified ninth
graders in regular high schools. In 1992, the first year of the require-
ment, we had about 130 youngsters who had failed repeatedly
one segment or more of the Uteracy Passport Test.

Contrary to all conventional wisdom, we promptly and hurriedly
organized The Uteracy Center, an alternative school where these
youngsters could receive intensive and individualized instruction,
self-esteem and self- management training, motivational events
and field trips, and an environment of acceptance and nurturing
complemented with high demands for performance.

(continued)
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(continued)

The result is that, in its first year of operation, students at The
Literacy Center achieved a 95 percent pass rate, and most re-
turned to their regular high schools with enough credits to become
tenth graders, usually with one summer in summer school. The
Literacy Center staff followed these youngsters this year to provide
the support and mentoring they still need to ensure their continued
academic success in high school. The staff are also presenting a
session at this Conference, Session 4123 on Monday, if you're inter-
ested.

Another bold initiative I'm proud of is our Parent Perception
Survey. This year's questionnaire will be mailed to about 80,000
homes in Virginia Beach; its purpose is to ask parents, "How'm I
doing, teaching your child?' Parents don't always know what is
actually happening in classrooms, but they always have percep-
tions. Those perceptions are a fertile source of feedback to teach-
ers who want to improve their performance in the eyes of their
customersthe parents. We have to listen to parents to learn from
them.

The remarkable thing about this survey is that It Is completely
teacher-planned and all voluntary. It began with a group of teach-
ers discussing the application of customer service concepts to
schools. It moved forward with a large group called the Client
Evaluation Task Force, with the help of a research professor from
the University of Virginia and Laura Ostrander, our own Educational
Planning Center liaison, who is also presenting a session at this
Conference, Session #4225 on Monday.

The field test last year was very encouraging. Individual teacher
results were communicated to the teacher in complete confidenti-
ality. Overall results were compiled at the University of Virginia and
made available to the public. In general, we found that parents
were favorably impressed with our teachers. Occasionally, we
learned that one small bit of negative feedback was very hard for
a teacher to take but often caused the teacher to reflect on
practice and improve accordingly. Since we have 2,500 volunteers
this year and 80,000 questionnaires about to be mailed, we are on
pins and needles to get this year's results.
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I wish I could tell you that all challenges have been met, all neces-
sary relationships have been built, and the sense of community Is all
renewed and positive, leading us ever forward toward our vision.
Well, that's true to a point, but schools face ever-changing priorities
and new issues and concerns every day. It seems we will be forever
committed to listen, learn, and then lead.

As I close, let me leave you with three emerging challenges.
First, Virginia is the 50th state to begin to elect School Board mem-
bers. In Virginia Beach, our first election will take place in May. We
have a slate of 25 qualified candidates for the six available seats
on the board. Six is the magic number that constitutes a majority on
our 11-member board. See what I mean by new challenges? I am
expecting a time of turmoil and confusion as the new board settles
in place after the May election and learns to function as a School
Board, where decisions must be made in the Interests of all children
and the entire community.

We are also facing issues of funding for housing and technol-
ogy. Our Capital Improvement Program requests are large, expen-
sive, and critical. We have as yet reached no decision as to
whether we should try for a bond referendum. The situation is too
uncertain at the moment.

And there are still the issues of stability and satisfaction within
the system and confidence on the part of the public. Those remain
high priorities for the School Board and me, despite the advance of
other challenges.

Keeping people in tune with the vision and the common sense
of purpose, building teams and coalitions along with personal and
individual relationships, providing the tough-love balance of chal-
lenge and supportthese are the day-to-day stuff of school ad-
ministration in the 90s, the continual tasks of education's leaders.
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