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Hooked on Neatness
As we keep our classrooms quiet and 
orderly, so do we keep our school 
districts. Even change must be done 
neatly. The way we maintain neatness 
is through the seriatim implementa 
tion of predefined models each of 
which is refined to an exquisite neat 
ness with implementation usually 
being additive. While the approach has 
the appearance of neatness, it lacks the 
impact of a carefully conceived meth 
odology. Driven by neatness, and 
faced with new problems of incredible 
complexity, we destine ourselves once 
more to failure

To create conditions for reform ef 
forts to succeed, we need to discover 
how to develop an open process of 
problem solving that draws on the 
best each of us has to offer, that deals 
realistically with the data and prob 
lems that confront us, and that leads to 
solutions that work in the real world 
of today. There is no model, no ideal 
state, only a process. It seems to me 
that the process must have at least 
three aspects.

1. The environment must be condu 
cive to cooperation and real problem
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One fundamental condition for successful reform is cooperation among those participating in 
the process the ability to sit down together and discuss problems and solutions in an 
atmosphere of camaraderie and trust

solving A broadly based group of 
problem solvers, representing all 
those groups with a vested interest in 
the outcome of the process, must 
strive to create an atmosphere that 
facilitates real data gathering and inter 
pretation and leads to real-world 
problem solving. The environment 
must encourage open dialogue, shar 
ing with peers in similar situations, 
realistic discussions within the team, 
the use of skilled facilitation to un 
block communication, and the use of 
expert knowledge on current theory 
and practice of what works and what 
does not work.

2, Those involved must be commit- 
ted to one another and to finding real 
solutions. There is no magic here. It is 
the same commitment that makes any 
personal or professional relationship 
work. But, as in these relationships, 
the commitment must be verbalized 
and must serve as a point of reference 
throughout the process of problem 
solving.

3 The method must use a bootstrap

approach. Such a methodology starts 
small and builds incrementally, with 
constant revision and redefinition, 
toward a solution Specifically, the 
process must begin with agreement 
on basic premises, no matter how 
simple, and continue with the group's 
commitment to those premises. The 
commitment may even need to be 
written. Further, the process must lead 
the participants to identify the most 
pressing problems and to develop so 
lutions together through application 
of the basic premises. Next, the prem 
ises must be open to revision and 
expansion in light of the new reality 
created. And, finally, the process must 
address new data and new problems 
through application of the revised ba 
sic premises. The process is "lean and 
mean," but it works well precisely 
because it reduces the essential ele 
ments to: people who trust one an 
other, a compact of trust, and flexible, 
unflinching problem solving.

How easy it is to theorize, how 
much harder to make things work. I
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believe however, that the Long- 
meadow Public Schools have begun a 
process that will help us better serve 
our community In October 1989, 
through the joint sponsorship of the 
Longmeadow School Committee and 
the Massachusetts Teachers Associa 
tion, a team of six of us attended a 
well-crafted problem-solving labora 
tory The conference jointly spon 
sored by the National Education As 
sociation. American Federation of 
Teachers. National Network for Kdu- 
rational Renewal, and American Asso 
ciation of School Administrators  
was designed to assist school districts 
in improving the quality,of their cd 
ucational services. There, in an envi 
ronment .vith all the elements pro 
posed above, our school team a 
school committee member, the su 
pertnlendent (I), the MTA's regional

director, the kx'al teachers association 
president (a middle school teacher), an 
elementary school teacher, and the high 
school principal discussed afresh all 
the internal and external problems that 
we face and forged a commitment to 
working together toward solutions We 
left with a draft of principles that will 
govern our future dialogue, with en 
hanced trust of one another, and with   
willingness to deal with the realities of 
our situation Not with Pollyanna eyes, 
but with a nonideological view of our 
needs and our problems, we agreed to 
coo|X.Tatc

We have learned from the successes 
anil failures of many others who are 
similarly engaged. What we have 
learned is distilled in three of the most 
essential principles to which we 
agreed
  There is no recipe or model for

improving decision making in school 
or for restructuring. Longmeadow 
must create its own model
  Communication in every direction 

is essential at even stage.
  Trust is essential, and we need 

time to develop it.
.Again, there are no models, only a 

process, for change Ultimately, we 
must abandon our obsession with 
neatness. If successful change occurs. 
it will not arrive all wrapped up in a 
tidy package but. rather, will be a 
result of our willingness to experi 
ment, to conceive new visions. Tine 
process might even he a little messy, 
but the end result will be worth it

Thomas P. McGarry i s Superintendent of 
Schools, Ixtngmeadow Public Scl-uxils. Sll 
l.ongmeadow St. l,ongnicado\v MA 0110o

an optimistic
and courageous story
about curriculum
reform...
Effective
Economic
Education
in the Schools

This book outlines a process 
of curriculum change. 
During the 25-year history 
of the Developmental 
Economic Education 
Program (DEEP), economic 
education in the schools 
has expanded greatly. 
In Effective Economic 
Education, you will learn 
ahout the history, the suc 
cesses, and the challenges 
of what has become a 
model for busi-

education partnerships. 
Over 40 percent of the 
nation's student population 
has been involved in DEEP. 
No other curriculum 
change process has sus 
tained success for so long.

Effective Economic 
Education can serve as a 
guide, not only for future 
changes in economic 
education, but also for 
change in all areas of the 
curriculum.
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