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PURPOSE 
 
This book is written to offer an alternative to the millions of educators who are straining 
to educate our children while hindered in so many ways by the present dysfunctional 
system, to the countless students who are experiencing school as an endless struggle 
all too often ending in mediocrity, failure, and/or dropping out, and to their parents who 
want desperately to help them but don’t know how. 
 
The changes described will result in high school graduation rates of virtually 100%, and 
dropout rates close to zero.  All will be genuinely and fully literate.  Unlike students in 
the present system, the vast majority will excel in numerous academic areas.  All of this 
will happen while expenditures and other resources are reduced. 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
THE WORK OF W. EDWARDS DEMING REPRESENTS AN INTELLECTUAL REVOLUTION IN ORGANIZATIONAL 

THINKING.  HIS SYSTEMS VIEWS ARE SLOWLY CREEPING THROUGH THE MORASS OF THE EDUCATIONAL 

BUREAUCRACY AND INTO SCHOOLS.  MY OWN THINKING ABOUT ORGANIZATIONS IN GENERAL AND SCHOOLS 

IN PARTICULAR HAS BEEN GREATLY ENHANCED BY HIS WORK.   

 
The great psychiatrist, William Glasser, has similarly wrought an intellectual revolution 
in psychology that is in the process of freeing us from the determinism and pessimism 
of Freud and Skinner.  His “Quality School: Managing students Without Coercion” 
combines his revolutionary psychology with the systems thinking of Deming and offers 
numerous insights that have influenced my work and will inevitably bring great positive 
changes to our schools.  His “Reality Therapy,” written in 1965 is the best practical 
psychology book for dealing with ”disturbed”  or adults that I have ever read/studied.  
His “Control Theory: A New Explanation of How We control Our Lives” written in 1984 will 
be a classic psychology book a thousand years from now.   
 
Ronald Edmonds original work in Effective Schools has profoundly influenced my own.  
He was a systems thinker and contemporary of Deming without the systems 
terminology.  His Correlates of Effective Schools are all systemic elements of any 
school system.  His untimely death left his movement without its charismatic leader and 
slowed the progress of his ideas.  Nonetheless they continue to influence those 
interested in school reform. 
 
Frank Crowley, my mentor and statistics teacher at Fordham University was 
pedagogically the best teacher I ever had.  It was he who taught me that a teacher is a 
person who empowers others to learn.  He did that by empowering me to learn 
statistics. 
 
Aristotle has influenced my work and thinking immensely.  He is, among ordinary 
mortals, undoubtedly the greatest genius who ever lived.  He created the concept of 
natural law, was the founder of research as a process to increase knowledge and 
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created logic.  He did all this and much more from simple observation and reflection on 
his own experience and that of others. 
 

Most influential of all are the Old and New Testaments. 
 
Throughout this book certain critical concepts are repeated as they apply in different 
contexts.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The failure of decades of school reform makes clear the need to “reconceive” the school 
system.  More of the same will not bring the significant improvement we need.  There 
already exist sources of different and creative solutions in the work of three great 
thinkers: W. Edwards Deming, William Glasser and Aristotle.  The applications of their 
ideas are my own.  This book will describe each and their uses and implications for 
school improvement.  To their insights I add my own acquired over 40 years experience 
in education. 
 
W Edwards Deming is the great systems thinker and father of the Quality movement 
who showed the Japanese how to improve their cars.  His basic premise is quite simple.  
Organizational problems that are ongoing and persistent are not caused by the workers.  
They are structural or systemic.  Unless and until we identify and change these 
structural causes, despite whatever else we may do or spend, we will continue to 
experience their problematic effects.   
 
I have my own phraseology to describe this: chronic problems have chronic causes.  
We perseverate on effects while ignoring their causes.  We want to improve student 
achievement and student behavior, teacher performance, the competence of our 
workforce, etc.  These are all effects.  The only way to change an effect is to change its 
cause(s).  This requires a whole new way to conceive of the educational system. 
 
Our efforts to date have involved “more” not different or better.  More money (even after 
inflation the cost of education has increased exponentially), more assessments, more 
state and federal mandates, more of the same causes.  Our results have been more of 
the same effects.  Indeed our efforts to “tinker with the system” as Deming describes it, 
rather than restructure it simply make matters worse, as we see in the education reform 
movement.  While achievement nationally has remained stagnant since the beginning of 
the reform movement, student discipline problems and dropout rates have increased 
dramatically. 
 
Deming essentially is telling us that the system sets the limits on the ability of workers to 
produce.  It enables and empowers when and where it is efficient and disables and 
decreases productivity where it is not.  To improve our school system’s productivity, 
learning and student achievement, we must continuously assess and improve the 
system. 
 
William Glasser is another critical thinker who offers us a different optimistic and 
positive psychology that liberates and empowers individuals to effect and control their 
own lives.  Unlike dominant behavioral psychology which teaches that we are “victims” 
of our environment, Choice Theory (AKA Control Theory) teaches us that we are free to 
make our own choices and shows us how we can do so.  It describes a completely 
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different view of our motivation (why we behave) and how we behave (i. e. how we 
control our behavior). 
 
Aristotle offers us a time tested ethical structure to respond to the current moral 
ambiguity that plagues our culture.  The deterioration in student discipline universally 
recognized by educators only reflects the larger moral decline of our whole culture.  An 
effective ethical or moral code is essential for not only improving our schools but our 
individual and organizational lives.  An entire section of this book will be devoted to 
applying Aristotle’s ethical teachings in schools through character education.  His 
teaching is culturally neutral, acceptable to virtually all cultures and religions as well as 
Atheists.   
 
While I certainly cannot rank myself among the three giants above, I can stand on their 
shoulders, recognize their monumental contributions and apply them specifically to 
education. It is these applications that can bring us an educational renaissance.  
Everything I will advocate, explain and describe has not only been successfully done by 
me but by many other teachers and administrators I have worked with over my four plus 
decades in education. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
MONEY IS NOT THE PROBLEM. IT NEVER WAS THE PROBLEM AND IT’S NOT 
THE PROBLEM NOW 
 
We must recognize the power of systems thinking.  Using systems thinking we can 
extend and apply Deming’s ideas to transform all of our organizations.  We can do more 
and better with less 
 
As our economy continues its downward trend, we are facing mushrooming debt at all 
levels of government, the public sector and most of the private as well.  We can use 
systems thinking to change organizations (systems) to improve and increase 
productivity while reducing required resources.  We can apply systems thinking to all 
forms of organizations and save American education as well as our entire economy.  
Certainly significant improvement in our educational system will cause significant 
improvement in our economy. 
 
There are fourteen key strategies we need to drive systemic change and save both our 
education system and our economy. 
 
1 Reallocate existing resources.  Before we look to increase resources we must 
determine if there are existing resources that can be used more effectively.  The trillions 
of dollars we are currently spending annually can be used much more effectively as will 
be shown in many examples. 
 
2 Restructure existing resources to improve the system.  Deming’s fourteen points 
are a good framework for doing this.  We can also do systemic assessment for this 
purpose. 
 
3 Use technology for innovation.   We must make maximum use of new technology 
to change and improve the system. Not all changes require new technology but many 
do.  Friedrich Engels (although almost always wrong) made an astute observation:  all 
great advances in human knowledge have followed some technological breakthrough.  
For example, when the first cave person (notice ladies I don’t say cave man) observed 
that a sharp stone could be used to cut things, a revolution occurred in tool making, 
hunting, weapons, shelter, etc. The new knowledge created changed the whole world.  
The easiest example to see of technological innovation as the means to expand 
knowledge would be the invention of the printing press. With this single innovation the 
whole world not only gained access to knowledge, but it could contribute to preserve, 
share and expand it. 
 
Today we are in the midst of a technological revolution that shows no signs of abating.   
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Computers, the Internet, and numerous other innovations are improving and increasing 
productive capacity while reducing required resources.   Change efforts must constantly 
seek ways to use technology to solve problems and increase productivity.   
 
4 Use clear data to measure and drive improvement.  Specifically we need data 
that assesses the system, not just the people.  Assessment of people such as teacher 
evaluation and state tests of students has failed to improve student achievement 
nationally.  This requires very simple uses of data.  The more complex uses found in 
many attempts to implement Deming’s ideas are almost never necessary.   
 
5 Educate our population to use W. Edwards Deming’s systems methods.  Deming 
has revealed the incredibly important insight that ongoing problems in organizations are 
not coming from the individuals in the system but from the structure of the system itself.  
The system is the problem.  In schools for example, we have been trying to “improve” 
teachers, administrators and students.  This is the wrong focus as decades of education 
reform has clearly demonstrated.  There is no evidence nationally of any improvement.  
Chronic problems in organizations have systemic chronic causes.  Unless and until we 
recognize these chronic causes and deal with them effectively we cannot change their 
chronic effects. 
 
6 Abandon the standard “We need more money” false solution.  We must abandon 
this conventional all purpose solution for solving all problems.  It is not only false but is 
bankrupting America while preserving a failing system.  The changes we need are not 
more but better.  Specifically we do not need more money and we do not need more 
work.  In Deming’s terms we need quality over quantity. 
 
7 Generalize implementation of effective models to other applications.  Welfare 
reform is an excellent example of how a successful state innovation was replicated in 
other states and then nationally.  When new structures are successful we must make 
them known to all who can use them to do more with less.  We should set up a clearing 
house or network available online free for these successful innovations. 
 
8 Recognize that all organizations, public and private, must continuously find ways 
to increase productivity.  We must always seek to develop systems that can produce 
more while consuming fewer resources.  Only those organizations (systems) that do this 
will survive and thrive in an ever increasingly competitive global market. 
 
9 Recognize that ongoing change causes ongoing unemployment and develop 
systemic responses.  Change is ongoing and inevitable.  It is an inherent and 
permanent characteristic of all systems.  Resistance to change is futile and self 
defeating.  The incredibly rapid rate of change we now experience in our culture is only 
going to accelerate.  Change destroys old jobs and creates new ones.  Millions are 
unemployed through no fault of their own.  Ongoing change will create millions more.  
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Since the change that is ongoing unemployment is a permanent ingredient in all 
systems we need systemic structures to deal effectively with it.   
 
10 Recognize the destructive impact of subsidies on individuals, organizations and 
the common good.  Subsidies maintain unproductive jobs at the expense of those that 
are productive.  The net effect of subsidies is to make the entire system less productive.  
The long term impact of subsidies on individuals who are unproductive is loss of self 
worth and self esteem.  Workers who find themselves in unproductive jobs can be 
retrained if necessary and redeployed in productive work.  Such retraining is an 
investment in our most important resource, our people. 
 
11 Recognize the difference between an investment and a subsidy.  An investment 
pays for itself in the long run, builds capacity and adds to the resources of the system.  
A subsidy diminishes the system by maintaining that which is unproductive at the 
expense of resources that could be used for things that are productive.  Give a man a 
fish and he eats for a day.  Teach him to fish and he eats for a lifetime. 
 
12 Systems are interactive.  Improving or weakening any part of the system affects 
the entire system in the same direction.  The importance of recognizing this interactive 
nature of systems cannot be overstated.  When we affect any part of subsystem, we 
affect the entire system.  In terms of change this is good news.  Systems are complex.  
They have many interacting subsystems.  Efforts to change systems often fail because 
they are unfocused and attempt to change the whole system at the same time.  This 
causes energy and effort to be dispersed and spread over too many different parts of 
the system.  We can instead focus on one part of the system and by successfully 
changing that subsystem get positive changes in all of those subsystems that it interacts 
with.   
 
13 Systems have levers, particularly important subsystems that can be identified 
and used to maximize the impact of change efforts.  Since systems are made up of a 
number of subsystems that affect each other, knowledge of the existence of these 
subsystems that can be used as levers for much greater impact is extremely important.  
For example, a school has subsystems for curriculum, instruction, attendance, student 
discipline, scheduling, budgeting, etc.  While all are important, some are far more 
important because they act as levers on the rest of the system.  A change in such a 
lever subsystem will have a big impact on the entire system.  In a school for example, a 
positive change in curriculum will have an impact not only on student achievement but 
also on student attendance, discipline, teacher morale, etc.  Changes in less important 
subsystems, attendance policies for example, would have a positive impact on the 
entire system but to a lesser degree. 
 
14 Systemic change is always focused on capacity building, changing the system so 
as to increase its ability to produce. 
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Money is not the problem.  It never was the problem and it’s not the problem now.   
We are currently maintaining and subsidizing inefficiency, meritocracy, failure and 
decline.  We are fiddling while Rome burns.  The “we need more money all purpose 
solution” has become the primary cause of the problem.  For example, after forty years 
and hundreds of billions of dollars spent on public education reform student 
achievement data nationally is about where it was when we started.  Totally lacking in 
imagination and ingenuity, “we need more money” is the automatic false solution we 
hear all the time.  It is a common assumption not only in education but also in virtually 
all public/governmental and private organizations.  As long as we continue to rely on 
this false solution we will continue business as usual.   
 
We must accept some necessary assumptions for leadership to accomplish successful 
systemic change.  Jim Collins (2001) points out that great leaders confront the brutal 
facts.  Too many of our leaders refuse to recognize the brutal facts for their own selfish 
short term gain.  This inevitably hurts us all over time.  We must confront the brutal facts 
that public k – 12 and higher education are pricing themselves out of existence (as we 
have seen with General Motors, Chrysler, Bethlehem Steel  and many others) and our 
product is not improving or changing to meet the new and ever changing demands of 
our nation and economy.  Our present educational and economic models must be 
modified if they are to be sustainable.  This includes structural change in both 
government and private sector organizations.  We need educational and economic 
models that build in a systemic change process based on ongoing self assessment and 
self improvement.   
 
William Glasser (1965) tells us that the healthy personality deals with reality, accepts 
responsibility and cares about right and wrong.  Leaders must not only take 
responsibility to recognize and accept the brutal realities but develop ethical and 
effective means to deal them.   
 
I would add to the insights of these two geniuses.  If you don’t deal with reality, reality 
deals with you.  I refer again to Bethlehem Steel, General motors, Chrysler, etc.  Were it 
not for government bailouts the latter two would be gone.  They may still fail.  The 
unsustainable reality of current “entitlement” programs is also obvious.   
 
Change is constant and inevitable.  Change inevitably causes unemployment due to 
causing existing jobs to become obsolete and/or inefficient and uncompetitive.  Change 
also inevitably causes new requirements for employment due to creation of new jobs.  
The only choices for dealing with change are to resist it or try to influence it.  Since 
change is inevitable the only rational choice is to strive to influence it.  The system 
needs to recognize these realities and create structures and processes to deal with 
them.  Systemic problems must have systemic solutions.  We need a kind of G I Bill to 
retrain those unemployed for new jobs. 
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Subsidizing unproductive work penalizes all concerned, reduces competitiveness and 
harms the economy.  Carried far enough, such subsidies will destroy the economy.   
Subsidizing unproductive jobs causes general economic decline and long term 
unemployment.  
 
Systemic changes may or may not require pain.  Some systemic changes do not create 
pain, e.g. reducing staff through attrition.  Effective and timely planning can also 
minimize or eliminate the pain of unemployment.  We can also making retraining 
available for those who become unemployed.  We must constantly try to anticipate the 
new knowledge and skills that may become necessary and work to provide appropriate 
training.  Improving our educational system to teach certain areas we know will always 
be necessary will help tremendously. This includes teaching critical thinking, literacy 
and numeracy to high levels which the present system fails to do.  These will always be 
required.  Making the changes described in this book will go a long way to responding to 
this critical need. 
 
What can we learn from our history of success? 
 
We have numerous examples of organizations that have made successful systemic 
changes.  They are already doing more and better with less.  In our incredibly large and 
complex culture success is often overlooked.  It is also frequently undone in an 
organization when leadership changes.  We must learn from examples of success 
which can be models for other organizations.   
 
We can see specific applications of the 14 key strategies to bring about systemic 
change starting with the bridges and tunnels. 
 
1 Our first example, described in detail above, of systemic change that resulted in 
more and better productivity while reducing required resources is toll taking, and its 
impact on traffic congestion and pollution that existed on the New York State Hudson 
river bridges and tunnels.  This is an example of government building system capacity.  
For over 50 years these river crossings were perpetual sources of long delays, endless 
traffic congestion, tremendous air pollution and immeasurable anxiety, anger and 
hostility.  A series of innovations dramatically improved all of this.  First Exact change 
lanes were created.  This technological change brought some real improvement in 
traffic flow.  Then some genius recognized the obvious and suggested they double the 
tolls on one side of the bridges and tunnels, eliminate the tolls on the other side and 
collect them only one way.  Some of the toll takers from the nonpaying side were 
redeployed on the paying side thereby increasing productivity on that side as well.   This 
reallocation of resources and application of new technology caused a structural change 
in the work of collecting tolls that brought very significant improvement in traffic flow 
while reducing required resources. 
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Those in charge clearly appear committed to Deming’s strategy of continuous 
improvement.  They next created another technological innovation that again made 
additional significant improvement in productivity: Easy Pass.  This also dramatically 
reduced the number of toll takers needed and improved traffic flow. 
 
Still committed to continuous improvement they next created a further technological 
improvement:  Express Easy Pass.  Now motorists do not even need to slow down at 
the toll collection areas. 
 
In this case these highly effective innovations have been recognized and generalization 
has taken place.  Imitation of the above systemic improvements is taking place all 
across the entire country not only for bridges and tunnels across rivers but for all toll 
collections on all toll roads.  While there are still exceptions, the innovations are rapidly 
being implemented everywhere.   
 
This nation-wide systemic change not only enables us to do more and better with less, it 
has numerous specific significant concomitant benefits.  Results include better traffic 
flow, less gas consumption, less time wasted, less frustration, anger and hostility, and 
all with lower costs and fewer resources.  It has no doubt greatly increased the wealth of 
the nation.  The human and economic benefits are virtually incalculable.   
 
We can see other examples of successful applications of the 14 key strategies.  
 
2 A second highly successful example of systemic change can be seen in the New 
York State Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).  The long lines and many 
inconveniences of this system were well known.  Most drivers viewed a visit to the DMV 
like a trip to the dentist.  They knew it would be painful.  Indeed the lines were always 
long and getting the right form, getting it filled out correctly and to the right place 
seemed like it was an endless obstacle course. 
 
With the NYS DMV we have another case of government building system capacity.  It is 
encouraging to know that government does not have to function as an inordinately 
expensive, inefficient bungling bureaucracy.   
 
The first innovation was to change the renewal dates for licenses and registrations from 
annual to multiyear time periods.  Instead of renewals every year they now can be done 
in intervals up to five years and longer.  This structural change in the work immediately 
reduced the endless lines and waiting, the resources required by the DMV and cost 
significantly less. 
 
Next they used technology to make all DMV forms available on line.  This saves citizens 
of NYS vast amounts of time and countless trips to the DMV to get necessary forms.  
Now technology enables citizens to renew their license and registration on line (with 
some exceptions when eye tests are necessary).  Again we see systemic change using 
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technology and restructuring work to cause far more and better production with fewer 
resources. 
 
This systemic change is also being duplicated in DMV’s across the nation.  The human 
and economic benefits and savings in time, travel, convenience, and resources are 
incalculable.  Why not apply this model to all government agencies including federal, 
state and local?   
 
Private sector businesses are already well into this change which explains their 
continued profitability during this extended economic downturn.  They are doing more 
and better with less. 
 
3 The G I Bill offers another example of government capacity building.  When 
World War II ended America faced the return of 16 million veterans.  They would flood 
the job market and throw the nation back into depression.  The G I Bill enabled millions 
of veterans to go to college and other occupational training programs.  This was not a 
subsidy but an investment in college and other forms of education for millions. 
 
The return on investment has been tremendous.  It produced millions of college 
graduates and other more highly educated citizens.  This in turn enabled millions to 
contribute more productive work, improve their income and life style.  It increased tax 
revenues resulting from increased incomes and productive work. 
 
The net results cost nothing.  Economic return to the nation has been exponential.  
Millions of our citizens have been empowered to become far more productive and 
improve their education level and standard of living.  Beyond that, generations of 
offspring have been empowered to do all of the above.  The benefits have been 
intergenerational and exponential in their impact.  This caused an immeasurable 
increase in jobs and the wealth of our nation and tremendous befits for all of society. 
 
All legislation that is capacity building and pays for itself in the long run is an example of 
political systems thinking.  All legislation should be evaluated in terms of capacity 
building.   
 
4 The Interstate Highway System is yet another example of government building 
system capacity.  This legislation increased national productive capacity while costing 
nothing after bringing a tremendous economic return by increasing wealth, income and 
tax revenue.  It also increased the mobility of our population thereby increasing 
alternatives and opportunities for lifestyle choices and employment.  This investment 
has caused a tremendous increase in the wealth of nation. 
 
5 Even the IRS has made a successful technological systems change now allowing 
filing electronic tax returns.  Each paper return costs an estimated $15.  Each electronic 
return costs 86 cents.  It also facilitates prompt refunds to tax payers thus putting money 
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quickly back into the economy and the optional convenience of electronic deductions for 
taxes owed on April 15 from the taxpayer’s bank account. 

 
Results include cutting the cost of processing each return to 6% of paper returns and 
speeding up the entire process.  In addition, when my accountant filed my return 
electronically for 2008 the system immediately stopped him and pointed out an error in 
the file.  He immediately corrected it and thus saved me one of those annoying letters 
later on from the IRS informing me that I filed improperly and owed more money.   
 
Unfortunately in spite of the increased efficiency from what I read the government has 
increased the number of IRS employees in order to audit more returns.  In this case 
government has expanded the bureaucracy.  
 
6 An example of a profoundly simple technological work change is the use of 
rollers in place of brushes for painting.  This enables a typical painter to paint three or 
four times as many rooms as possible with only brushes.  The private sector must also 
use systems thinking to increase productivity while reducing resources.   
 
Results cut cost and increased productivity while speeding work completion.  It also 
reduced the onerous labor needed to bend and reach and use ladders by attaching 
rollers to poles.   
 
7 Airlines have used technology for scheduling reservations, purchasing flights, 
electronic ticketing, seat selection and boarding passes.  This has resulted in saving 
time, money, labor, and travel to purchase tickets, and reduced inconvenience. 
 
8 States can serve as laboratories for all types of governmental innovation.  The 
move to workfare described above was envisioned, created and developed by states. 
When demonstrated to be successful it was imitated by the other states and the federal 
government.  The states should be encouraged to make prudent experiments in 
organizational improvement rather than having the whole nation experiment at once.   
 
9 Welfare reform offers an example of government making a huge systemic 
change that produced immeasurable positive effects on the entire nation while saving 
many billions of dollars and liberating millions from intergenerational dependence and 
poverty.  This is an example of states serving as laboratories for experimentation before 
going national. 
 
10 American agriculture 
 
A friend of mine once said that we have to subsidize the American family farm.   
 
Why, I asked? 
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Friend: They can’t compete with the large conglomerates.  It is their way of life. It is the 
compassionate thing to do. 
 
I pointed out that a hundred years ago we had at least 10,000 blacksmiths.  There was 
at least one in every town.  Now we have very few.  Should we have subsidized them? 
 
Friend: There was no response. 
 
The truth is we do no favor to those who find themselves in unproductive jobs.  They are 
denied the satisfaction and pride of contributing honest work to their society.  We do 
penalize productive workers who must subsidize their unproductive work.  It would be 
far more compassionate to all concerned to offer retraining and temporary support to 
these workers while they transition to productive work. 
 
If we think about it there are numerous other examples of organizations that have made 
significant systemic changes that have increased productivity while reducing required 
resources.  
 
THE POSSIBILITIES ARE LIMITLESS 
 
Given the examples of successful systemic improvement in both government and 
private sectors above, we turn to some other organizations that have not made 
successful systemic changes.  They have a lot in common.  They are all stuck on the 
“we need more money” solution.  While pursuing this false solution they have wasted 
billions and improved virtually nothing nationally.  They are all facing pricing themselves 
out of existence.  In all cases, the suggested systemic changes described here will 
result in more and better production for less cost.  Let’s generalize application of the 14 
key strategies to other specific organizations with chronic problems. 
 
1 The Post Office provides us with a glaring example of an organization that has 
failed to change and is on a clearly unsustainable course. The Post Office handled 40 
billion fewer pieces of mail in 2008.  While it dealt with this massive reduction in service 
needed, it raised the price of stamps for the third year in a row.  With all that, it declared 
a $7 billion budget deficit in 2009.  It needs a government bailout (subsidy).   
It has suggested cutting delivery from 6 days to 5, estimating a $3 billion saving.  Of 
course that would still leave it $4 billion short.  The fact that it needs a subsidy indicates 
the need for its services is far less than its cost. 
 
Systemic solutions could easily turn this around.  Restructure the work.  Instead of 
cutting service from 6 days to 5, cut delivery from 6 days to 3 and give each carrier 2 
routes.  This will eliminate virtually half of the carriers and the need for a $7 billion 
subsidy for 2009 and all future subsidies.  Few will be upset by getting their mail 
delivered every other day instead of every day. 
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Technology can also be used to filter out junk mail for any customers that choose.  This 
will cut pieces of mail handled by many billions more while improving service.  With 
further reduction of needed service by elimination of junk mail that most customers don’t 
want they can further reduce delivery to 2 days per week and give each carrier three 
routes.   
 
Without systemic change the Post Office faces increasing deficits and reduced need for 
their service. The need for its services have diminished greatly and will continue to do 
so while out of control costs continue to increase. 
 
2 Prison overcrowding is a national problem that has been going on for decades.  
Prison construction is extremely expensive. 
 
California is the latest to proclaim the necessity to release felons due to overcrowding.  
The state governor has announced the need to release 45,000 felons.  The systemic 
solution in this case is reallocation and modification of existing resources.  Use vacant 
military bases as prisons as was done in WW II for prisoners of war.  These facilities 
were good enough for our citizen soldiers and will do for felons.  While some updating of 
these facilities may be necessary, it is far cheaper than building new prisons.   
 
Crime with all of the human suffering that it causes will be reduced. Its high economic 
costs will also be dramatically reduced far in excess of any costs for renovations 
thereby making this a no cost process, indeed a great investment that pays for itself 
many times over. 
 
Employment and local economies in the areas of these vacated bases/prisons will 
improve while they provide this most valuable service. 
 
3 Uninsured motorists are an expensive problem that has a systemic solution.   
Estimates of numbers of uninsured motorists are as high as 30% in some states.  The 
costs evaded are unfairly born by others. 
 
The systemic solution appeared in USA Today.    
 
Adopt a national no fault automobile insurance plan.  Calculate the cost of insurance 
nationally under such a plan.  Add the cost of insurance to the price of gasoline at the 
pump.  This will reduce the number of uninsured motorists nationally to zero.  Drivers 
will pay according to use.  It will also encourage and result in conservation of gas and 
less pollution.   
 
This will of course mean unemployment for many thousands of insurance workers.  
These thousands of unemployed insurance agents represent a pool of labor that can be 
retrained and redeployed in productive work.  The present system is in fact subsidizing 
their unnecessary work. 
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4 This brings us to our single most important capacity building system and another 
brutal fact.  Public K - 12 education is pricing itself out of existence.  We are doing our 
own version of General Motors.  Educators need alternatives to our current “we need 
more money” all purpose solution to problems.  Over the last four decades we have 
poured countless billions into education.  The increases in funding have far exceeded 
both the rise in inflation and the increase in the income of our citizenry.  We simply 
cannot continue the cost increases.  Virtually none of us, including educators, would 
argue that nationally our product has improved significantly.  We are subsidizing 
inefficiency, mediocrity and failure.  We must find ways to do more and better with less. 
 
The declining economy and skyrocketing debt are accelerating the financial 
unsustainability of the public school system.  We face massive teacher layoffs and the 
ultimate destruction of the public school system.  As the ability of our taxpayers to afford 
public education diminishes they will turn to alternatives out of necessity.  Many of these 
already exist. 
 
Systemic solutions 
 
The structure of K – 12 public education is basically unchanged after 150 years.  There 
are many structural changes that will improve student achievement throughout this 
book.  Some additional suggestions are given below. 
 
Since the failure of education reform policy has been clearly demonstrated over the last 
three decades we can free the system form the destructive policies now inhibiting 
improvement.  I have asked hundreds of educators a simple question.  “How many of 
you believe that the federal Department of Education (DOE) has been helpful in 
improving student achievement in your school?  I have yet to have one respond 
positively.  In 2011 the DOE budget is $77 billion.  This massive bureaucracy not only 
fails to improve anything but consumes massive resources that could go to schools 
while it impedes local efforts to improve.  These bureaucrats believe they know better 
what needs to be done in classrooms in New York, San Diego, Chicago, Hawaii, etc.  
This basic assumption for their existence is absurd on its face. 
 
I have also asked hundreds of educators a second simple question.  “How many of you 
believe the state education department has been helpful in improving student 
achievement in your school.  The response has again been none.  We can save many 
more billions annually and remove even more impediments to school improvement by 
eliminating 50 state education departments and the tens of thousands of bureaucrats 
they employ to tell local professionals what and how they must do things.  Their 
existence is based on the same false assumption. 
 
We can improve student achievement and reduce resources by use of technology.   
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We can make use of technology to improve student achievement while increasing class 
size and thus cutting costs.  The power of technology to hold student attention makes it 
possible to deal far more effectively with individual student differences and needs 
thereby increasing student achievement while increasing class size.   
 
Use of technology to individualize instruction and deal with individual student 
differences also enables effective inclusion of most special education, remedial, 
learning disabled and gifted students.  This will reduce billions nationally in current costs 
of these “special programs” while increasing achievement.  By dealing effectively with 
these “special needs” students in the general program we can eliminate most of these 
extremely expensive and ineffective “special needs programs.”  The only reason they 
exist now is because the current system cannot met the needs of those students.  This 
book explains in detail how to change the system to meet the needs of those students in 
regular classes. 
 
5 Higher Education has seen escalating costs far in excess of inflation and 
increases in the publics’ income.  Higher education in its present form is also pricing 
itself out of existence.  Costs rapidly moving beyond the reach of our population will 
cause creation and adoption of more cost effective alternatives.  These are already 
emerging involving technology, restructuring, for profits and others.  The structure of 
higher education is basically unchanged after 1000 years.  Systems thinking offers a 
number of possibilities. 
 
Systemic solutions 
 
Expand the community college system (existing resources) to provide for as many 
students as qualify and want to attend them.  Because these are usually county based 
they can be attended while living at home and do not require expensive dormitories or 
many other facilities of traditional four year colleges.  Students who commute are 
required to pay only for tuition, fees and books. 
 
Convert community colleges to full four year colleges for as many students as qualify 
and want to attend them.  This provides increased access while reducing costs to only 
tuitions and books.  Some community colleges have already done this successfully. 
 
Accelerate the move to virtually total electronic libraries.  This will reduce the cost of 
libraries in terms of facilities and collections while greatly increasing student’s access 
without travel.   
 
Accelerate the move to online paperless books and other materials.  This will reduce the 
extremely expensive costs of these learning materials.   
 
Accelerate the move to service through online education.  Use technology to offer as 
many programs as possible.  This reduces the need for expensive facilities required for 
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regular classroom instruction.  It also eliminates costly and time consuming travel.  It 
makes access far greater than programs in a traditional setting.  Many colleges are now 
offering state certified whole degrees on line. 
 
Restructure traditional on site delivery of instruction.  There will always be a fair 
percentage of students who want an onsite classroom experience.  In addition to current 
weekly class session at the graduate level set up concentrated weekend sessions. This 
reduces travel and simplifies students’ schedules.  Cohort programs can also facilitate 
cooperative learning. 
 
Separate “professional schools” (education, business, medical, law, journalism, etc.) 
from other higher educational programs.  These other programs inflate the cost of 
professional programs so the income they produce can be used as a “cash cow” to 
subsidize other academic programs that do not bring in sufficient enrollment to support 
themselves.  This unfairly increases the cost of the professional programs.  Such 
separation can make professional training far less expensive and help increase 
employment. 
 
Develop and offer effective college remedial programs.  Many colleges already have 
them but they are generally ineffective. 
 
Use more adjuncts in professional programs.  They have real world experience as well 
as academic credentials in the professions that they teach.  Adjuncts from the 
professions can be (and usually are) every bit as competent as full time college 
professors.  Adjuncts cost a tiny fraction of full time professors.  Frequently they are 
much more in contact with the current world of work. 
 
Offer full time professors the option of increased teaching load in lieu of publishing, 
committee work and research.  Give them the option of using evaluation of their 
teaching effectiveness for tenure and promotion.  Many professors would rather 
increase teaching and decrease other requirements.  This would decrease the cost of 
tuition. 
 
6 End dependence on foreign oil/energy with its huge negative annual balance of 
trade, loss of income and jobs to our country.  There is a way to get off foreign oil.  We 
have effectively banned any new exploration or refinery building in America for over 35 
years.  Tens of trillions of dollars along with countless high paying jobs have been sent 
overseas during that time. We know that we have massive domestic resources of oil 
and gas within our control.  We have blocked the use of our own resources politically.  
No less oil has been consumed in America or world-wide because of this blockage of 
use of our own resources nor will it be until we come up with viable alternatives.   
 
The economic impact of the current political energy policy that blocks domestic drilling, 
exploration and increased refining dwarfs the effects of the subprime mortgage losses.  
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We spent $700 billion in 2008 alone on foreign oil.  How many of trillions have we sent 
out of the country in the last 35 years?  Easily $10 trillion and probably $20.  What has 
that meant to the American economy, the balance of trade deficit (cumulatively now 
about 7 $ trillion), and the number of high paying jobs that have been lost while they 
have gone elsewhere?  If we do that for the next ten years we will send $7 trillion more 
out of America along with all the high paying jobs it will generate.  In these troubled 
economic times continuing this drain on our economy may well be the straw that breaks 
the camel’s back.  Our present energy policy will not only speed the advent of the next 
great depression but also result in massive energy shortages as population increases. 
 
We should mote the tremendous and important interactive systemic effect.  The loss of 
so much income profoundly decreases tax revenue and our ability to fund other areas 
such as education. 
 
Systemic solutions   
 
We must explore, find and use our own plentiful resources of oil, gas and nuclear 
energy and build as many refineries as necessary until viable alternatives are 
economically available.  Technological innovations and recent additional discoveries 
make this possible.  This will reduce the price of energy (gas, gasoline and home 
heating oil) significantly while increasing incomes, jobs and tax revenue.  It will reduce 
the income and influence of hostile countries, who currently supply energy to us, reduce 
ability of hostile oil producing countries to fund and sponsor terrorists, and eliminate our 
economic and military need to protect foreign energy sources.   
 
Present energy policy will not only speed up the next depression but also result in 
massive energy shortages as population increases. 
  
7 Health care costs are on an unsustainable course to bankrupt the entire country.  
There are numerous changes that can diminish and contribute significantly to solving 
the problem.   
 
Systemic solutions   
 
Voluntary electronic medical records can cut the cost of record keeping while making 
records available more efficiently for patients and doctors.  For our highly mobile 
population this will save lives.  Instead of arguing over whether or not to mandate it, 
make the process voluntary for those who wish to take advantage of it.  Once people 
understand the advantages of having their health records available instantly no matter 
where they are at the time of need, the overwhelming majority will chose do it willingly.  
This will not only improve people’s chances of survival and recovery in emergencies 
while away from their normal medical services that house these records but also 
prevent expensive and frequently invasive, painful and unnecessary tests to find out 
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information already in records.  There is no need for government to coerce all citizens to 
participate. 
 
Medical savings accounts have been around for a long time.  Making them available to 
all as a choice will cause patients to shop for the best price for service and avoid 
unnecessary services.  Recently I went to the doctor for pain in the lower left side of my 
stomach.  After examining me he said, “I know it is diverticulitis but lest get an MRI to 
confirm it.  The insurance company paid $6,000 for it.  If I knew the cost of the MRI I 
would have said let’s try the medicine and if it does not work do the MRI even though I 
wasn’t paying for it myself.  If I was I’m sure I would have enquired about the cost. 
 
Tort Reform will lower the cost of insurance paid by doctors and passed on to patients.  
Unlimited monetary awards are one of the driving forces in the steep and ongoing rise in 
health care costs and administration of many unnecessary tests to cover doctors’ 
medical liability. 
 
Permitting interstate sales by all health insurance companies will increase patient 
choice and competition which will in turn lower costs. 
 
Stop the American Medical Association lobby from its present practice of limiting an 
increase in the number of medical school entrants to increase the number of doctors. 
 
Allow doctors and nurses to have loans for their education that can be repaid by service 
in clinics set up in poor areas.  Consider other forms of investments for medical 
education to increase the supply of doctors, nurses and other medical professionals. 
 
Invest in free or low cost clinics in poor areas (much cheaper than current over use of 
emergency rooms). 
 
Invest in doctor’s education with scholarships based on academic excellence and need 
to increase the supply. 
 
Recruit retired volunteer doctors to work part time in hospital emergency rooms and 
voluntary clinics 
 
Establish an internet based first aid advisory and general health care advisory. 
 
Develop and implement public school health curriculum extensively beyond one 
semester K-12.  Investment in prevention of health problems will cost nothing with the 
subsequent decrease in health problems (to say nothing of the decrease in human 
sickness and suffering avoided).  Prevention is an education issue. 
 
8 Social security is scheduled to go broke in the near future.  In 1935 American life 
expectancy was 64.  In 2009 it is 77 – 78.  It is projected to continue to increase with 
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medical advances.  Great increases in life expectancy are in all probability going to 
continue. 
 
Systemic Solutions  
 
Raise the retirement age, increasing it with life expectancy.  Shift this to a point where 
funding and life expectancy are in balance as is presently done by life insurance 
companies. 
 
Encourage extension of full time employment for older workers with tax breaks for these 
workers and the businesses that employ them. 
 
Encourage employers to offer part time employment as an alternative to retirement. 
 
9 Government reform must be a priority.  California is bankrupt.  New York and 
Illinois are close to bankruptcy.  At least a dozen states are probably also close to 
bankruptcy.  The federal deficit has quadrupled in less than three years, etc., etc, etc.  
Unsustainable debt is a sure way to destroy our economy.  Because the government 
has a tremendous impact on the economy, government reform will also assist economic 
reform. 
 
Systemic Solutions 
 
Term limits should be law for all politicians including federal, state and local as well as 
judges.  Character not only counts, but counts most of all.   Politicians should be 
required by law and the voters to promise term limits for everyone and voluntarily for 
themselves even if they fail to get it for everyone.  If they want my vote I want their 
medical records and tax records. I want these at the primary as well as general election 
levels.  Governing us is a privilege, not a right of politicians.  That privilege is given by 
our choice. 
 
There should also be term limits on the bureaucrats (staffs) who work for them and 
actually write the regulations to implement laws.   
 
We should only vote for those politicians who make (and then keep) these promises. 
 
Lobbying and pork should be outlawed.  The only purpose for pork is the corrupt buying 
of votes by politicians who use taxpayer money to maintain their power.  They also 
trade votes to get each other’s pork approved.  All citizen requests should be submitted 
to government in writing and printed in public documents if funded. 
 
Pass a constitutional amendment for a balanced budget except in time of 
congressionally declared war. 
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Give the president, regardless of party, the line item veto.  This would make him 

responsible for the budget.  Most governors already have it 
 
Pass laws requiring severe prison terms and lose of any pension rights for those 
politicians who commit fraud, theft or any other abuse of public trust. 
 
Pass laws requiring severe prison terms for anyone committing fraud or theft in social 
security, Medicare, Medicaid welfare or any other taxpayer funded program or agency. 
 
Lower taxes.  It has been historically demonstrated that lowering taxes in reasonable 
ways generates greater employment and economic activity and consequent increased 
tax revenue. 
 
Simplify the tax code.  Pass a flat tax or the fair tax.  Read Neal Bortz number one NY 
Times bestselling book for a full explanation of the tremendous benefits of the fair tax 
alternative to the income tax.  Our incredibly complex 87,000 page federal tax law 
enables politicians to manipulate it to favor certain interests and buy votes.  Simplifying 
it will eliminate most of the corruption it presently enables.   
 
Support states willing to experiment with systemic alternatives before imposing them on 
the entire nation.  It was states that created and developed the workfare program that 
liberated millions of people from intergenerational dependency and poverty. 
 
Devolve government agencies and decentralize to the states.  For example, every state 
has a department of education.  The federal DOE only adds to bureaucratization, 
complexity and cost.  It also moves decision making further from the citizenry and 
professionals doing the job. 
 
Eliminate unnecessary federal departments.  For example, the federal Department of 
education has done more harm than good for education.  Its current budget is $77 
billion.  Consider the same for all fifty state departments of education.  The elimination 
of useless and dysfunctional bureaucracy will free schools to pursue what they believe 
will bring improvement.  It will also save many billions currently wasted annually. 
 
Devolve other federal departments to the states.  In many cases we have a federal 
department and 50 state departments for the same function.  In at least some cases 
both federal and state agencies should be eliminated.  This can reduce or eliminate 
bureaucratic micromanagement of many important areas of our economy.   
 
List all votes by senator, representative, state senator, etc. plus attendance on the 
internet for all to see. 
 
10 The financial system (Wall Street, Banks, government oversight agencies) is 
badly in need of reform.  The current process for “reforming these institutions is to 
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increase regulation, complexity and costs.  These often have unintended consequences 
that do great damage.  Reform should bring transparency and simplicity to our finance 
system. 
 
Systemic solutions 
 
Enforce existing laws regarding theft and fraud and conspiracy  
 
Institute severe penalties including long jail sentences and confiscation of all ill gotten 
gains for white collar crime in proportion to injury done to innocent people. 

 
Deprive all business and public figures guilty of felonies of all pension rights. 

 
Institute severe penalties for politicians involved. 
 
Review all business regulations and eliminate those that destroy jobs. 
 
11 Ongoing unemployment presents a great challenge.  Given the constant and 
rapid change we now face, unemployment will be an ongoing product of that change as 
old forms of work are destroyed by new and more productive forms.  Ongoing 
unemployment is one of the brutal facts we must face.  However, it is a given and 
therefore requires systemic strategies and practices to deal with it. Retraining must be 
systemically provided as needed.  The G I Bill offers a model for further consideration.  
It is a great example of government investing in capacity building that brings an 
exponential income in return for expenditures in addition to countless other benefits. 
 
Systemic Solutions 
 
Abandon the practice of subsidizing and thereby maintaining inefficient forms of work 
that cannot compete with more efficient forms.   
 
Invest in capacity building by retraining and redeployment for those who are 
unemployed.  This form of investment pays for itself many times over in both economic 
and human terms. 
 
Government can invest in lifelong availability of education free for all who need to retrain 
for new employment. 
 
Government can invest in financial support for basic living costs while retraining goes 
on.  Unemployed workers are a valuable pool of new labor that can be retrained and 
redeployed. 
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Just as it did with the G I bill, this capacity building process will generate increased 
funds for the US Treasury due to increased employment that will far exceed its cost.  It 
will also enable us to compete successfully in the global market. 
 

Conclusions 
 
As we confront new monumental economic challenges of change we must think outside 
the box.  Systems thinking offers us solutions to all of our economic woes.  Some will 
say that politics will not permit the changes needed because various interest groups are 
too powerful to accept them.  The alternatives now have become clear.  Do more with 
less or be replaced by others who will.  We have seen General Motors, one of the 
largest and most powerful corporations in history, resist necessary changes and be 
reduced to a shell of its once great company.  All of our organizations must deal with 
ongoing change.  Unless they respond with structural systemic change they will 
inevitably go the way of all dinosaurs and disappear completely.   
 
We should note the interaction between K – 12 and higher education systems with 
employment.  Improving the education systems will leverage employability and 
decrease unemployment. 
 
Maintenance of the status quo through subsidizing inefficient productivity will result in 
destruction of our economy and universal poverty.  Through subsidies our present 
system all too frequently trades short term gain for a few for long term pain for the many 
(including the few).  It is time to accept short term pain for the few for long term gain for 
all (including the few).   
 
We must recognize the destructive nature of subsidies and end them. 
1. They serve to perpetuate inefficient and unproductive activities.   
2. Since there is no such thing as a free lunch someone else must pay for them.  

Thus they drain resources from productive activities. 
3. They absorb and waste resources that could be engaged in contributing 

productive work. 
4. Those workers who are subsidized know they are not contributing to the common 

good.  They tend to lose self esteem seeing themselves as “useless,” which they 
are. 

5. Subsidies are frequently the result of corrupt lobbying interests. 
6. The collective impact on federal, state, county and city subsidies on government 

budgets, debt and our economy is devastating. 
7. Of course there will always be a small portion of our population that is incapable 

of supporting itself.  We must support them. 
 
The knowledge of how to improve now exists.  The above are presently existing and 
possible future examples of using systems thinking to improve productivity while 
decreasing necessary resources.  Every organization, private as well as public, should 
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look at itself in systems terms to find ways to do the same.  The potential for improving 
economic and other forms of productivity while reducing resources is limitless.   
 

How much can people learn vs. the capacity of the system to teach? 
 
What is the capacity of human beings to learn versus the capacity of the present 
educational system (Pre-K 16) to teach?  If I were to rate the capacity of human beings 
to learn I would say that it is open ended.  There is no necessary limit as long as a 
person is alive they can learn more.  The only practical limit that exists is how much 
opportunity they have to learn.  On a scale from one to ten, I would rate the capacity of 
virtually all people to learn at ten.  On the other hand, if I were to rate the capacity of the 
present system to teach them on a scale of one to ten, I would rate it less than two.  The 
present system is loaded with unnecessary obstacles to learning that need not exist.   
 
Historically we have focused on the imagined limitations of the students.  In doing so the 
inaccurate descriptive has become normative.  Meanwhile we overlook the actual 
limitations of the system - the real causes of failure and low achievement. 
 
I use the term educational renaissance deliberately.  I have seen student achievement 
that is truly spectacular.  While working with poor minority students at an intermediate 
school in the South Bronx in New York City, I consistently saw gains in reading of from 
3 to 5 years on standardized test in a single year of instruction.  Children who were 
labeled “slow learners” were not slow at all.  They were trapped in a “dumb system” that 
remains structurally intact all over our country after more than a hundred years.  As a 
young teacher I was blessed with a courageous principal who empowered me to try 
different strategies for teaching reading.   
 
I was assigned to teach social studies in a Junior High School in the South Bronx, a 
high poverty area with 100% minority students.  The eighth grade curriculum and 
materials in social studies was far too difficult for them.  Most read at grade levels 
between first and fifth.  While I was taking a masters degree in teaching Social Studies I 
was allowed two elective courses.  I chose reading.  I started using what I learned in my 
classes and the students reacted quite positively.  Before long I was teaching reading 
more time than social studies.  One day my principal came into the class to see me and 
noticed the students were doing reading and not social studies.   
 
“Why are they doing reading? 
 
“They can’t understand the eighth grade materials.  They are reading way below eighth 
grade level.” 
 
Would you like to teach reading full time?” 
 
“Yes.  Maybe next year my schedule can be changed to reading.” 
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“Why not this year?” 
 
“Wouldn’t it be hard to change my schedule in the middle of the year?” 
 
“Why change your schedule?  You can just keep teaching reading instead of social 
studies with your present schedule.” 
 
My first principal was a giant.  He supported doing what the students needed over the 
eighth grade curriculum that was a complete waste of time for them. 
 
I had a similar experience while teaching Adult Basic Education (ABE) and the high 
school General Equivalency Diploma (GED) programs to adults at night. They also were 
mostly poor minorities in the South Bronx.  Many were in their forty’s or fifties in age.  
They too were able to learn at a very rapid rate.  In fact many who entered the program 
reading at a first or second grade level achieved not only an ABE but also a GED.  
Some did it in two or three years attending four nights a week for three hours a night.  
They basically covered 13 years of K – 12 achievements in 2 or 3 years given the right 
individualized program.  Some went on to higher education.  Because this was not a 
regular program I was allowed to use strategies that had worked so well with my 
students in intermediate school at the adult center. 
 
It should also be noted that except for those who were most disabled special education 
students (a very small percentage) almost all were included in my regular classes and 
also consistently showed significant improvement on standardized tests.  Given an 
appropriate and highly effective individualized program, most of the present ineffective 
special education programs will not be necessary.  More about that later.   
 
We must recognize the brutal fact that the current system is dramatically short changing 
all students.  The effect of its anachronistic structure impedes learning for all.  The 
capacity of human beings to learn is far greater than most can even imagine. 
 

The causes of high achievement and good behavior: Cause – Effect confusion 
 
There is a cause – effect equation that illustrates the relationship between effective 
programs and personal relationships that cause high achievement and good behavior.   
 

EP + PR = HA + GB 
     (Causes) = (Effects) 
 
Effective Programs + Positive Relationships = High Achievement + Good Behavior 
 
This is a structural formula for school improvement.  The left side of the equation 
indicates the causes for the effects on the right side.  Problems on the right side with 
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achievement and/or behavior have their causes, and therefore their solutions, on the left 
side in the programs and relationships that exist in the classroom/school.  As we 
improve program effectiveness, student achievement will rise in proportion to the 
improvement.  This book is about how to improve programs. 
 
This is extremely important.  The present system tends to see low achievement and 
discipline problems as the “fault” of the students.  Yet anyone who works in schools has 
seen the same student who achieves well in one class do terribly in another.   
 
The same holds true for discipline problems.  We can see the same student who is a 
chronic discipline problem in one teacher’s class and never a discipline problem in 
another’s.  Discipline problems can be caused by negative teacher – student relations 
and/or ineffective programs.  Frustrated students who consistently fail invariably 
become discipline problems.   
 
Looking for solutions on the right side of the equation is useless.  This is cause effect 
confusion.  The good news is that we can control the left side of the equation.  
Improvement on the left side will always cause improvement on the right.  The great 
fallacy of the reform movement is that we have been trying to change effects when we 
need to change their causes. 
 
For most students, the power of effective programs probably is the ultimate cause for 
not only high achievement but also good behavior, and positive relationships.  There are 
many teachers who lack dazzling personalities but get along with their students quite 
well.  What these teachers invariably do have is an effective program.  Students 
engaged in learning are not discipline problems.   
 
While it is true that some students come into school so disruptive that an effective 
program by itself will not initially engage them in learning, at least at the outset, that is 
true for only a very small minority.  For those few, establishing a positive relationship is 
of primary importance in order to get them into the effective program.  Once they are 
effectively engaged in the program, they will no longer be discipline problems.   
 
I am convinced that ultimately effective programs are the solution to both low 
achievement and bad discipline.  I also think that they contribute mightily to positive 
relationships.  Thus the cause effect equation has an alternate form that also is valid for 
the overwhelming percentage of students and teachers:  
 

EP = HA + GB + PR 
       (Cause) =    (Effects) 
 
Effective Programs, by themselves, cause high achievement, good behavior and 
positive relationships for the overwhelming majority of students.  This generally even 
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holds true for most “disturbed” students once they get into these programs.  
Relationships can be either a cause, effect or both. 
 
For improving relationships, I refer you to William Gasser’s work, especially “The Quality 
School: Managing Students Without Coercion,” Reality Therapy: A New Approach to 
Psychiatry,” and “Control Theory: A New Theory of How We control Our Lives” and 
indeed all of his work provides invaluable resources for improving student behavior in 
particular and overall school improvement in general.  For difficult behavior problems, 
be they students or adults, see Glasser. 
 
This book is all about how to create effective and engaging programs.  For that piece of 
the puzzle, read on. 
 

How fast can change happen? 
 
We hear all too frequently that change is a slow process.  However, while this is all too 
often true, it is not necessarily the case.  Rate of change is typically an effect or function 
of two causes.  In the following rate of change equation I describe it so: 

 
        CAUSES    =     EFFECT 

Readiness of System + Skill of Leader  = Rate of Change  
                          ROS + SOL     =       ROC 

 
If an organization is not ready for change and/or leadership is unskilled at change, there 
will be insignificant change other than the inevitable cataclysmic changes that 
eventually result from sustained organizational or individual failure to adapt to change.   
 
The American Education system has been attempting to reform since 1982 with virtually 
nothing nationally to show in terms of improved student achievement.  Although there 
are a few local exceptions, present indicators nationally tell us that student achievement 
after all this time and effort is essentially where it was before the reform movement 
began.  The overwhelming majority of educators would also agree that student 
discipline has generally declined, in many cases severely.  Student dropout rates have 
also increased. 
 
As a key cause, readiness of the system for change is usually misunderstood.  Those 
systems most in need of change are generally viewed as most resistant and least 
ready.  They are the “worst” schools with the lowest achievement scores, greatest 
discipline problems, highest dropout rates and most demoralized staffs.  They have 
numerous cynical and hostile staff members and are viewed as most difficult to change.  
Everyone in the system loses.  Every day is a burden filled with problems that never get 
solved.  These schools have been in such chaotic and frustrating states for long periods 
of time and view things as “just the way it is.”  In fact, these schools live in quiet 
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desperation and are the most ready for change if leadership understands this and 
knows the process necessary for successful change. 
 
Ironically, the schools least ready for change are those that already see themselves as 
good. In “Good to Great,” Jim Collins points out the fact that good is the enemy of great.  
Deming points out that quality organizations are characterized by their permanent 
commitment to continuous improvement.  Aristotle’s virtue of humility makes it clear that 
no person or organization is ever perfect and can therefore always improve.  Pride is a 
bigger obstacle to improvement than ignorance.  The System is always ready for 
change.   
 
Failure to cause effective change has certainly not been for lack of effort.  Those 
schools most in need of change are most ready.  They suffer from such poor morale 
that they are desperate for any possible improvement.  The problem is the lack of 
knowledge and skill of our leaders.  Our top leaders continue to pass laws and 
educational regulations that fail to bring positive change.  They don’t know what to do or 
how to do it.  If they did, they would have done so long ago and we would see the 
results.  They see change as a function of authority.  Thus they attempt to “mandate” (a 
euphemism for coercion or force) excellence.  While some form of authority will always 
be necessary it will never be sufficient for excellence. 
 
Excellence is a choice.  No one can make anyone else excellent.  No one else in the 
world can make me excellent.  Only I can do that.  In the case of individuals this is 
relatively easy.  Only I need to commit to my own excellence.  In organizations 
excellence is a function of leadership, not authority.  The whole organization must 
commit to excellence if it is ever to occur.  The best authority can do is get a degree of 
compliance.  Typically it can’t even get a significant degree of that. It can never get 
excellence.  Our present leadership does not understand the limits of authority.  It is still 
operating in an authoritarian bureaucratic model as old as the pyramids.  The purpose 
of authority is control.  Innovation, experimentation and change are anathema to 
authoritarian leaders. 
 
THE KNOWLEDGE WE NEED ALREADY EXISTS 
 
Ron Edmonds, the founder of the Effective Schools Movement, noted in the early 
1970’s that we already know what we need to do to improve schools.  What is needed 
now is dissemination of that knowledge.  Today we know even more and possess new 
technology and far superior management processes.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 
DEMING AND GLASSER: GENIUS APPLIED TO SCHOOL REFORM 

 
Since the problem is at the policy level its correction must start there.   

 
Present policy is obstructing and defeating its own purpose of improving schools.  
Numbers of drop outs, especially in our cities and among the poor and minorities are as 
high as 75% when we compare high school graduates to kindergarten enrollments.  
Urban schools are losing that many while they move between kindergarten and grade 
12.  Great numbers are dropping out before high school.  This despite the fact that 
reform efforts have involved many billions of dollars, countless professionals, honest 
and extensive amounts of work, endless state and federal legislation, regulations and 
mandates, and no end to good intentions.  After thirty years of failure, it’s time for 
something different. 
 
W. Edwards Deming has pointed out that persistent problems in organizations are due 
not to the workers but the system; the structure of the work, systemic practices, policies, 
methods and conventional thinking.  Toyota is one outstanding example of how his 
methods can take an inferior company to excellence and dominance. 
 
When I was a young teacher I lived in New Jersey and worked in the Bronx.  Each 
morning I would drive to the George Washington Bridge and cross the Hudson River to 
the Bronx.  If all went well (no breakdowns, accidents, bad weather), my usual delay at 
the toll booths was about ½ hour.  In the evening I reversed the process again hoping 
all went well.   
 
While I sat in my car wasting gas and polluting the air, I frequently cursed the toll takers 
(blamed the workers).  In retrospect I now understand that they could not have 
improved traffic flow more than ever so slightly even if every toll taker operated at 100% 
efficiency all of the time.  The structure of the work limited the capacity of the toll takers 
(workers) to produce. 
 
What caused the dramatic improvement we now see in the river crossings (and now 
being extended to toll roads all over the country)?  Reconsidering the structure of the 
system and changing it not only helped but transformed the results.  This is essentially 
the same process that transformed Toyota from a third rate product to world class. 
 
The structure of work at the bridge was essentially the same for over 50 years.  The first 
improvement was the advent of exact change lanes.  This change resulted in collection 
of the same amount of revenue while requiring fewer resources.  Then one day 
someone reconsidered the whole toll taking system/structure and made a startling 
observation.  If tolls were eliminated on one side of the bridge and doubled going the 
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other way the same amount of revenue would be collected and delays would be cut by 
more than 50 % since extra toll takers were transferred to places on the collection side.  
The consequences of this creative systems thinking are many, all positive and in effect 
to this day: 
 
1. Delays were significantly reduced. 
2. The same amount of revenue was collected. 
3. Toll taker productivity was dramatically increased. 
4. This was accomplished with the same or even less resources. 
5. We could also generalize and do the same thing for all of the bridges and tunnels 

up and down the river. 
6. We could even do the same things to collect tolls and improve all of the above in 

other parts of New York State and all across the United States. 
7. Reduction in driver stress and related medical and emotional problems, health 

care costs, etc. 
8. A great reduction in air pollution. 
9. A great reduction in use of gasoline. 
10. Many more peaceful and enjoyable dinners at home. 
11. Reduction in family stress, conflict and prevention of some divorces. 
12. Happier drivers. 
13. Happier toll takers. 
 
This change was actually continuous systemic improvement # 2.   
 
Having made two such a simple brilliant systemic improvements, the leaders at the 
bridges and tunnels did not stop.  They continued to try to improve the system.  In fact, 
they committed to continuous improvement of the system.  How did they know what to 
improve?  They committed to continuous self assessment of the system to find out.  All 
involved in the system are welcome and encouraged to suggest ways to improve it.  
The sources of such suggestions are not limited to the bureaucratic hierarchy.   
 
Adhering to Deming’s principle of continuous improvement, subsequent changes have 
been made: 
 
Continuous systemic improvement # 3 was Easy Pass.  Again productivity was further 
significantly increased while decreasing resources. 
 
Why stop?”  Continuous systemic improvement # 4 was Express Easy Pass.  Even 
greater productivity was achieved with even less resources. 
 
What next?  Indications are this commitment to improvement of the system is 
permanent.  We wait in hopeful anticipation. 
 
Is there a message here for school reform? 
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Compared to the bridges and tunnels in terms of systemic change the schools are at the 
stage before exact change toll lanes were instituted to increase production.  While the 
bridges and tunnel toll collecting process was unchanged for 50 years, the structure of 
K – 16 education is basically unchanged from its origin well over 100 years ago.  It is 
producing what it was designed to produce.  If everyone in the system performs to the 
maximum there can be no more than marginal improvement.   
 
We can also learn a great about systemic change from what they did not do: 
 
1. Raising taxes annually to improve the productivity of the toll takers would not 

have improved traffic flow (productivity). 
2. A merit pay plan for toll takers would not have helped. 
3. Giving all toll takers more money (even if you paid each toll taker a million 

dollars) would not have helped.   
4. Years of state and federal toll taking legislation, regulations and mandates would 

not have helped. 
5. Increasing toll taker accountability would not have helped 
6. Increasing certification requirements for toll takers would not have helped 
7. Taking away toll taker tenure and firing toll takers would not have helped. 
8. Removing tenure and firing toll taker supervisors would not have helped 
9. Toll taker reform programs to improve the toll takers’ performance in the existing 

structure would not have helped. 
10. New performance assessments (even authentic assessments) of toll taker 

performance and productivity would not have helped. 
11. Raising standards for toll takers would not have helped. 
12. Reporting poor toll taker performance in the newspapers would not have helped. 
 
The structure of the system set limits on the toll takers’ ability to produce.  As long as 
the structure (CAUSE) of the work remained the same, the production (EFFECT) of the 
work did as well. 
 
School improvement is not happening because the structure of the present system 
prevents it.  Ironically both state and national reform efforts intended to improve the 
schools reflect the 12 futile practices listed above and add to the inertia of the system to 
frustrate and block improvement.  The very measures now employed to reform 
education have not only failed consistently but will continue to fail as long as they are 
employed. 
 
The knowledge needed to improve the schools already exists.  What can we do? 
 
1. Leadership must recognize the indisputable fact and accept the failure of current 
school reform policy in terms of causing increased student achievement, no matter how 
well intended. 
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2. Leadership, starting with the United States Department of Education and fifty 
State Departments of Education, must recognize, practice and advocate the systems 
ideas of W. Edwards Deming including his 14 Points to start.   
3. Leadership must advocate and model continuous self assessment and self 
improvement of all professional educators, stating with leadership itself.  Excellence is a 
choice.  It cannot be mandated.  The only person in the world who can make me 
excellent is me.   
4. Leadership must advocate and model continuous collective self assessment of 
all educational organizations including departments of education, school boards, and 
schools. 
5. Leadership must advocate and model commitment to continuous self 
improvement of all educational organizations including departments of education, 
school boards, and schools. 
 
The changes required can be accomplished without additional resources.  The means 
to such changes all now exist.  In addition to the ever growing need to improve student 
achievement, public education in America faces a funding crisis.  For many decades the 
rate of increase in school budgets has consistently exceeded the rate of increase in 
income levels of our citizenry.  These two lines of contingency are near crossing.  In 
many areas they already have crossed.  We must learn to increase achievement while 
reducing costs or risk forcing our citizens to seek cheaper alternatives.  Systems 
thinking can enable us to do this. 
 
The problem is not lack of resources or concern or good intentions.  The problem is at 
the policy level and its correction must start there.  All students are capable of learning 
far more than they presently do.  Constructive policies that restructure the system to 
empower teachers to teach and students to learn and remove obstacles to improvement 
must be enacted and implemented.  Present policy that is defeating its own purpose of 
improving schools while constantly driving up costs must be abandoned and those 
failed policies must be replaced with the proven systems ideas of Deming.  When they 
are applied to education we will experience a learning renaissance and significantly 
decrease per student costs at the same time. 
 
Our schools are caught in the trap of “conventional thinking.”  The expression is an 
oxymoron, a contradiction in terms.  Conventional thinking is not thinking.  It is slothful 
adherence to the intellectual ruts in the road.   
 
All students are capable of learning much more than they currently are in our schools.  
The current impediments to greater achievement are not necessary and can be 
changed.  All of them are changeable, given the necessary knowledge and will.  Many 
of them can be changed immediately at no additional cost.  The changes needed don’t 
require additional money.  They can all be made with existing resources.  MONEY IS 
NOT THE PROBLEM.  IT NEVER WAS THE PROBLEM AND IT’S NOT THE 
PROBLEM NOW.  IN FACT, WE CAN IMPROVE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT WHILE 
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DECREASING RESOURCES.  More money is a false solution.  Nationally expenditures 
for education have substantially outstripped inflation for the last three decades.  
Constant calls for more money indicate a complete lack of understanding of the 
problem.  Endless whining about “insufficient money” serves as an excuse for failure, 
lack of imagination and ingenuity and intellectual sloth in pursuit of structural 
alternatives. 
 
The present K – 12 grade based organizational structure was designed over 100 years 
ago for a different world.  Most students were not expected to go to high school. That 
was for the elite who were to be our leaders.  Economically we were agrarian and an 
eighth grade education was considered adequate for the masses to go to work on the 
farm.   
 
We have since gone through the industrial revolution and now the 
technology/knowledge revolution.  Jobs require much higher levels of education than 
ever before.  Despite this radically different world, the structure of the school system 
(ironically both public and private) is the same as it was 100 years ago.  In 1983 “A 
Nation at Risk” began the education reform movement.  Decades later, after 
expenditure of unknown billions, massive reform efforts at the federal level and in all 50 
states, and the genuine hard work of countless educators, student achievement 
nationally is just about where it was when we started.  Meanwhile there is general 
agreement among educators and others that student behavior has deteriorated 
significantly, assignment to special education, learning disability and remedial classes 
has dramatically increased and dropout rates have skyrocketed. Teacher and 
administrator morale is at an all time low.   
 
All of this before we even consider the massive economic loss of productivity to our 
nation, the misery and human suffering resulting from ignorance, and the inability of so 
many our people to think and communicate clearly and effectively.  The consequences 
of this totally unnecessary ignorance are beyond calculation. 
 
W. Edwards Deming has revealed to us that when there are ongoing problems that 
resist correction for long periods of time, there are corresponding structural or systemic 
organizational flaws that cause and maintain them.  Unless we identify these chronic 
causes and correct them, we will continue to have to deal with their chronic problematic 
effects. 
 
Deming tells us that these chronic problems are not coming from the workers in the 
system.  They are not coming from the students, teachers or administrators but from the 
built in structural flaws of the organization, the way the work is structured.  In the old 
structure noted above, the toll takers could not have improved the traffic flow 
significantly even if ever toll taker worked to 100% efficiency all of the time.  There was 
nothing wrong with the workers.  The structure of the work limited their ability to improve 
productivity. 
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Education reform efforts have continued to apply strategies to improve education for 
three decades with no results.  They keep trying to improve the workers: the students, 
teachers and administrators.  This has not and will not work anymore than improving the 
toll takers.  We must assess the structure of the system: its consistent practices, 
policies, methods, beliefs, etc. and their consistent consequences.  Where results are 
ineffective and/or negative we must adjust their systemic causes. 
 
Why is this so hard?  Why did it take over 50 years for someone to see the obvious 
solution to the traffic jams up and down the bridges and tunnels of the Hudson River?  
The reason itself is obvious: conventional thinking prevails.  We must reconceive 
education in light of the needs of the present and future rather than the needs, patterns 
and habits of the past. 
 
It is possible to raise student achievement to great heights by restructuring the system, 
adjusting and reallocating existing resources.  This book will describe how in detail.  It 
will describe in specific details not only what is wrong with the present system but also 
what needs to be done and how to do it.  Ironically, the changes needed will cost no 
more than present ineffective practices.  In fact, they will cost substantially less.   
 

The solution is Deming’s systems ideas.  It’s the system stupid 

 
We can use Deming’s 14 Points to Assess and Guide Education Reform.  The present 
educational reform movement violates all 14 points.  The problem is at the policy level 
and its correction must start there.  Present policy at both federal and state levels is 
defeating its own purpose of improving schools.  The excellence we seek in learning is 
not only possible, but staring us in the face 
 
For the last three decades the education reform movement currently driven by federal 
and state departments of education, has attempted to bring about significant 
improvement in student achievement through mandates.  During that time the entire 
American education community, politicians and others have been engaged in education 
reform involving countless hours work and honest effort, tremendous expenditures of 
money (billions), and time.  Sadly, we must confront the fact that, while a very small 
number of schools have shown some progress, nationally student achievement is 
basically unchanged.  It is very close to where it was thirty years ago.  The little 
improvement we do see is generally in spite of reform legislation.   
 
The state and federal agencies leading the reform effort have engaged in a series of 
strategies and practices that are quite consistent across the 50 states.  They have 
constantly established educational laws calling for mandated changes in schools.  
These include calls for accountability from schools.  Standardized and state tests are 
published periodically in local newspapers to hold schools accountable.  Numerous 
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strategies have been devised and proscribed to cause school improvement and to 
evaluate school effectiveness.   
 
To date no such accountability has been demonstrated by the reformers themselves for 
the effectiveness of the reform movement.  When state and federal policy fails to bring 
improvement, there has been no assessment of such policies and there unanticipated 
consequences.  After thirty years of failure, its time.  Simply continuing massive funding 
increases for the same ineffective solutions will not only continue to fail to bring 
improvement but further propel the public school system towards pricing itself out of 
existence. 
 
W. Edwards Deming has presented the best process/model for successful systemic 
organizational change.  His organizational model provides an alternative to the 
bureaucratic management processes that have prevailed since the ancient Egyptians.  
While the effectiveness of his model has been demonstrated in some businesses 
(Japanese cars for example) it has equally useful concepts for Public Schools.   
 
We can apply Deming’s 14 Points to the various practices of the present education 
reform movement.  In so doing, we can see where the reform movement has deviated 
from Deming’s quality model and suggest adjustments that can and will make 
educational reform successful. 
 
1 Create Constancy of purpose.   
 
Unfortunately, the reform movement has changed frequently in form and substance.  
This typically has coincided with changes in leadership at the state and federal levels.  
The overall purpose has been to improve student achievement.  The mandated means 
to improve schools however have shifted periodically from focus on such things as 
setting up site based management teams, to increased parent involvement, to 
development of authentic assessments, and others, till we arrive at today’s “standards 
movement.”  What all of these strategies and tactics have in common is that they are 
mandated by state and federal laws.  When these mandates don’t work the typical 
response of government has been to increase funding and/or blame the workers (calls 
to eliminate teacher tenure, mandate more training for teachers and administrators, etc.) 
 
What has not been defined as the clear purpose is what Deming defines as quality, I. E. 
commitment to continuous improvement.  Instead we commit to the latest state mandate 
for the time the existing leadership is in place, knowing that the mandate will change 
with the next leader and thus change the direction for improvement yet again.  Presently 
schools are complying with the latest set of state and federal mandates, but not to 
continuous improvement.  The extent of their real commitment is minimal, just enough 
to avoid state and federal sanctions. 
 
2 Adopt a new Philosophy 
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State and federal education agencies have consistently violated this principle.  They 
have had a consistent philosophy to improve education through coercive mandates of 
various practices to schools.  It has not worked.  They need a new philosophy to 
continuously improve their own processes. 
 
To the extent schools have a philosophy, functionally it amounts to a set of strategies to 
cope with the latest set of state and federal mandates until leadership changes and a 
new set of mandates is imposed.  They have been told to develop their own missions, 
but then to satisfy the latest mandates imposed.  The new philosophy needed by 
educators is the same as for leadership; commitment to continuous improvement.   
 
No organization is ever perfect.  All need to constantly strive to improve themselves.  
This should be the new philosophy of all interested in school improvement, especially 
state and federal leadership agencies and school leaders.  These agencies should be 
committed to improving their own leadership strategies. 
 
3 Cease dependence on mass inspection to improve Quality. 
 
The reform movement consistently violates this principle.  Accountability for 
improvement is presently mandated in two forms in all states.  Mandated state and/or 
standardized tests are the means to improve student achievement.  Teacher evaluation 
is the mandated means to improve instruction.  Both of these mass inspection 
processes for accountability have been in place for many decades.  Neither has 
resulted in significant improvement in student achievement.   
 
Deming has pointed out that the worker must inspect his or her own work for quality 
while the work goes on.  Waiting till the product is finished and then having it evaluated 
by others is too late.  William Glasser’s (1992) psychology supplements and supports 
Deming’s ideas.  He explains that what is needed is self-evaluation.  Indeed, only self-
evaluation leads to excellence.   
 
Excellence cannot be mandated.  Excellence is a choice.  No one has ever made 
anyone else excellent.  The only person in the world that can make me excellent is me.  
Only continuous self-assessment will lead to continuous self-improvement.  
Experientially this is obvious to us all.  Those people we view as excellent are 
committed to their own improvement and the means is their own self-assessment.  
Those who excel at nothing assess everyone else but themselves. 
 
We need not only individuals, students, teachers, and administrators to self assess and 
self-improve, but organizations as well.  Not only do schools have to commit to 
continuous collective self-assessment, but state and federal agencies as well.  These 
agencies constantly evaluate others.  They never evaluate themselves.  It does not 
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occur to them to evaluate the impact of their own policies or their own leadership and 
effectiveness. 
 
4 End the practice of awarding business on the basis of price alone 
 
Unfortunately, most schools violate this principle.  The low bid is not always the least 
expensive.  Inferior products do not save money.  This process needs to be reviewed 
and modified.   
 
Even more importantly, hiring practices frequently stress hiring people for the lowest 
possible salary.  This results in the best people either not signing on or signing on until 
they gain adequate experience to get more money down the road.  It is a false savings. 
 
5 Improve constantly and forever the system of production 
 
Chronic problems have chronic causes.  Treating the symptoms (i. e. effects) does not 
solve the problem.  Improvement efforts must shift focus from improving the students or 
improving the teachers to improving the system.  The workers (teachers and students) 
are no more responsible for the obstacles to and limits now placed on achievement then 
the toll takers were for the slow traffic flow on the Hudson river bridges and tunnels 
before the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority decided to remove the tolls on one 
side, double the tolls and collect them one way, and reallocate the toll takers from the 
free side to double the number of toll takers on the collection side.  Traffic flow improved 
dramatically in both directions because resources were reallocated and restructured, 
not because the toll takers worked any harder or because of massive injections of more 
money. 
 
We must identify the systemic policies, practices, belief systems, etc. that are 
dysfunctional and change them.  As long as these systemic causes remain, the 
resultant systemic problems will remain.   
 
Both leadership agencies and schools must commit to ongoing systemic self-
assessment and self-improvement for excellence in education.  This process must 
involve all staff in identifying organizational needs, setting priorities and making 
improvements, not just leadership (Kelly, 1992).   
 
6 Institute training on the job 
 
Most staff development done in education has had little or no lasting positive impact on 
the system.  This is true despite the fact that extensive resources have been expended 
in these many efforts.  The problem lies in the structure of staff development as it is 
typically conducted in education.   
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Nonetheless, doing the job while improving the job will invariably involve staff 
development.  For this to be successful, we must change the structure of staff 
development.  Three necessary steps must occur for staff development to effectively 
change the system: 
1. Staff to be trained must see the need for training.  This is usually best 

accomplished by effective use of data. 
2. Staff to be trained must be given opportunity to be involved in selecting/designing 

the training. 
3. All staff involved in the change should be trained with the appropriate 

administrators. (For more specifics on this see Kelly, 1992). 
7 Institute Leadership. 
 
We need a new paradigm for leadership.  Traditional Bureaucratic leadership with its 
authority driven processes is passé.  Authority may bring a degree of compliance.  Only 
commitment can bring excellence.  Compliance driven organizations will not be able to 
compete with those driven by commitment.  Successful organizations will be driven by 
the commitment of their staffs to ongoing self-assessment and self-improvement (I e 
quality) of themselves individually and their organizations collectively.  Since excellence 
is a choice, excellence in an individual requires only the individual’s choice to commit.  
Excellence in a group requires the group’s choice to commit.  This is a function of 
leadership, not authority. 
 
Glasser elaborates on this with many examples in his Quality Schools: Managing 
Students Without Coercion (1992).  His psychology clearly explains the inevitable 
destructive outcomes of coercion: alienation, hostility, adversarial relationships, 
resentment, resistance, etc.  All of these are the mortal enemies of excellence in any 
organization.  Federal and state mandates are seen by most educational professionals 
as coercive.  Their response is predictable: avoidance, resentment, defensiveness, 
hostility and at best a degree of compliance. 

In his excellent book, The Twenty-one Irrefutable Laws of Leadership, John Maxwell 
(1998) notes that one of the key responsibilities of leaders is to create more leaders.  
Recognizing that humility is the first of all the virtues (Covey, 1990), the new leader will 
seek out leaders in their staff, work to create and improve these leaders, realizing that 
an excellent organization will not be the product of one person alone.  The whole 
concept of shared decision making is built on recognition of the ever-present talent, 
experience and energy in people.  The leader’s goal is to mobilize these resources.  
The leader knows that the collective wisdom and resources of the group is far greater 
than that of any individual, including the leader.   

It should be noted that some forms of shared decision-making have been attempted.  
Unfortunately these have been state mandated and prescribed and therefore generally 
resisted and unsuccessful.  The requirement to participate is coercive and has led to a 
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minimal degree of compliance participation in most cases.  For commitment, 
participation by choice only is necessary. 
 
8 Drive out fear 
 
The primary cause of fear is coercion.  This explains the failure of decades of leadership 
efforts to bring about successful educational change driven by concepts like mandates 
and accountability. 
 
Fear is not an effective motivator for excellence.  When people are afraid, they are 
motivated to defensiveness, to avoid, resent, sabotage, deny responsibility, become 
cynical etc.  They strive to avoid punishment and do only that which they believe will 
help them avoid harm.  This explains why things like thirty years of threats about 
accountability such as publishing state test scores for schools annually in newspapers 
has had no positive effect.   
 
It should be noted that not only school people are reacting to this fear.  Many members 
of state and federal agencies striving honestly to lead this change live in constant fear of 
failure as well.  They do not understand the self-defeating nature of their strategies.   
When schools fail to improve in response to mandates, as they invariably have, 
governing agencies blame the schools out of fear they will themselves be blamed.  They 
need to drive out fear in their own organizations as well as stop imposing it on schools. 
 
9 Break down barriers between departments 
 
Internal competition weakens organizations.  It may be fine for Ford to compete with 
General Motors.  It is clearly destructive for Ford workers to compete with each other.  
We get worse cars that way. 
 
One of the systemic changes most needed is a process to remove teacher isolation and 
find ways to network the sharing of the many successful practices and materials that 
exist in any school but are presently hidden in individual teacher’s classes. 
 
Leadership agencies can be most helpful here.  They can support such things as the 
creation of new instructional software that can be placed on the Internet and made 
available to all schools free.  So too can all sorts of teacher made materials that they 
are willing to share.  This would greatly enhance the resources of any school at virtually 
no expense and diminish dependence on expensive commercial resources.   
 
There is also need for a process that fosters administrative collaboration and mutual 
support.  Competition among administrators within school systems is common and 
counterproductive.  A key component of an administrator’s assessment should be, 
“What I have contributed to the effectiveness of the administrative team.”  Administrative 
practices and strategies can also be identified and made universally available on the 
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web.  Here again state and federal agencies can provide a centralizing source to 
accomplish this.   
 
It must also be noted that the annual publishing of student test scores fosters schools to 
compete with each other rather than share their successful programs, practices, 
materials, etc.   
 
Ron Edmonds observed over twenty years ago that we already know what we need to 
improve schools.  What we need now is a simple and inexpensive method to network 
and disseminate it.  This should not be a highly bureaucratized process.  It should 
simply be a process that allows any teacher or administrator to enter their suggestions, 
materials etc. in an organized site that would be easy for others to navigate.  Let each 
professional decide which ones they want to try rather than the past practice of 
bureaucratic filtering and approving or disapproving of them.  Teachers are 
professionals who can best determine what they each need in their individual classes.  
They are individuals each dealing with unique classes of unique students.  What works 
best for one in their situation might not work at all for another. 
 
Individual teacher testimonials could be made available for each idea, material, 
program, etc. similar to testimonials for motels now available on the web. 
 
10 Eliminate slogans, exhortations, and targets for work   
 
This goes to the heart of the current “standards” movement.  What has essentially 
happened is federal and state leadership agencies have mandated that all students will 
become experts in all subjects.  This logical fallacy is known as “reducio ad absurdam” 
(or extension to the absurd).  The important and valid idea of high standards has been 
extended to impossible standards.  There are no teachers who are experts in all 
subjects, much less students.  Nor will there be, mandates notwithstanding. 
 
Deming’s quality concept provides a functional process: to strive for continuous 
improvement.  Wherever my school is, the goal is to improve it.  How much?  As much 
as we can.  How long? Forever!  This is of course true for individual students, teachers 
and administrators. 
 
The mandates also require all students to reach certain levels at the same time.  For 
example, “By eighth grade all students will....”  The truth of course is that they will not.  
With all our lip service to diversity we deny the most important diversity of all.  Each 
child is unique.  They learn in different ways and at different rates.  Yet we are 
mandated to treat them all the same.  More absurdity.  Certainly our goal is excellence 
for all.  We will not get it by treating them as if they are all the same.  We must also 
recognize that each one is entitled to pursue their own individual excellence and 
construct a system that enables them to do so.   
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11 Eliminate work standards, eliminate management by objectives 
 
We have been trying these things for at least the five decades that I have been an 
educator.  Once again Deming is correct; there is no real evidence of significant 
resultant improvement.  There should be only one standard: commitment to continuous 
improvement through ongoing self-assessment and self-improvement.  This should of 
course be measured to ensure results.  The school’s job is not only to improve itself but 
also to demonstrate clear evidence of improvement.  See alternatives to present tests 
and assessments below.   
 
While conceptually Deming’s process is the same, it will not look the same in each 
school.  Once a school commits to ongoing self-assessment and self-improvement, 
success will follow.  It should be noted that the rate of improvement will accelerate as 
the school learns and adopts Deming’s methods.  The sky is the limit.  I have seen 
intermediate level inner city minority students in my own reading classes typically gain 
three to five years annually in reading on standardized tests. 
 
Paradoxically higher standards of student achievement now so sought after through 
coercion and fear and consequently unsuccessful, will become reality. 
 
12 Remove barriers to pride of workmanship 
 
Karl Marks made a brilliant observation (one of his few) that the industrial revolution had 
alienated man from his work.  The shoemaker used to make the whole shoe.  He could 
see the product of his work and take pride in it.  On the assembly line he merely tacked 
heals on shoes.  That was now his tedious role and there was no longer any pride in his 
work.   
 
The present reform movement stresses criticism.  For excellence in any organization 
those who work in it must feel genuine accomplishment.  This is facilitated by self-
evaluation of successful work.  A teacher’s job is to empower people to learn.  A 
leader’s job is to empower teachers to teach.  The job of state and federal education 
departments is not to coerce and threaten schools to succeed but to empower them to 
succeed.  Implementation of Deming’s 14 points will empower all to produce quality in 
their schools and have pride in their workmanship.  Success is a powerful motivator for 
both children and adults.  We cannot have quality in our schools without this feeling of 
pride in both.   
 
13 Institute a vigorous program of education and self-improvement 
 
In order to implement the structural changes needed, the leader must be proactive in 
terms of both advocating and modeling the desired behaviors.  A clearly defined, simple 
planning process must be established to enable broad participation.  Leadership must 
mobilize the whole staff in this effort.  The use of needs assessment surveys offers a 
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manageable way to get input from all concerned, set organizational priorities, build 
consensus and support and as one important method to measure success in change 
over time.  See surveys for systemic assessment below.  As Deming has emphasized, 
we must make decisions based on data.  This simple planning process must become 
permanent, institutionalized and ongoing (Kelly, 1992). 
 
14 Put everybody to work on the transformation. 
 
The leadership model must replace the bureaucratic model of the boss deciding on 
what and how everyone else must change.  Once consensus is developed, it is feasible 
to focus collective energy, intellect, experience, etc. on priorities for improvement.  
Since these priorities reflect the prioritized needs as viewed by all, they will willingly 
participate in the change process (Kelly, 1992).  It is precisely in the mobilization of 
these already existing resources that the road to quality lies.  We frequently attempt 
change orchestrated by one or a few.  Many good ideas fail because we neglect most of 
the people in instituting the process and simply attempt to impose change on them.  The 
system must be ready for change before it can be successfully implemented.  
Development of such readiness is the leader’s job. 
 
The excellence we seek in learning is not only possible, but staring us in the face.  Dr. 
Deming has shown us the way.  It is in applying his 14 points to the organization that is 
school that we can identify obstacles to change and free the talent, energy and 
creativity of our people.  That alone will bring about the excellence that waits to be 
liberated in our administrators, teachers and students.  Now the challenge rests on 
educational leaders, including leaders at the state and federal levels.  They must also 
work to communicate what needs to be done to our political leadership.   
 
It should be noted that the ideas of Aristotle, William Glasser, Steven Covey and others 
complement and enhance those of Deming and contribute greatly to the improvement of 
any organization.  This book describes my proposals for educational applications of 
their ideas as well as my own.  I have applied the alternatives I suggest in K – 12 
schools myself many times with great success.  I have also trained others to do so. 
 
There are two fundamental categories of obstructions to improvement of student 
achievement: federal and state educational policies and conventional educational 
practices.  The most fundamental obstruction to the change we need is the false “we 
need more money” solution for all problems. 
 

Coercion: the antithesis of quality 
 
Deming points that that for successful systemic change we need to understand 
psychology.  William Glasser offers a psychology of responsibility, hope and freedom.  
The present state of ethical and cultural decline in America (and indeed in Europe) can 
be traced in large part to the impact of modern psychology.  Until mid twentieth century 
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Freud and his psychoanalysis dominated western culture.  Freud’s psychology is 
mechanistic and deterministic.  Behavior is driven by our instincts and childhood 
experiences which fill our subconscious with conflicts, especially those stemming from 
the human sex drive.  If one has psychological problems today they are caused by 
conflict in their childhood.  The only way to resolve these conflicts from the past is to 
undergo psychoanalysis.  Millions did.  Some remained “in therapy” for ten, fifteen and 
even twenty years.  I have never heard of anyone who was “cured.”   
 
Nonetheless, Freud dominated the psychology departments of colleges and universities 
throughout America and Europe.  From there his psychology spread throughout 
academia.  Once a theory or ideology comes to dominate academia, it proceeds to 
dominate the entire culture.  Journalists, media professionals, intellectuals in all 
categories trained by academia become disciples to spread the word.  The impact and 
importance of academia in our culture cannot be over stated.   
 
In the 1960’s Freud lost favor.  B. F. Skinner and the behaviorists became dominant.  
We went from behavior determined by instincts to behavior determined by the 
environment, from one form of determinism to another.  This mechanistic and 
deterministic psychology is still dominant throughout the western world.  Once we 
accept that we cannot control our own behavior we have what is popularly known as 
victim psychology.  This will be discussed further later.  For now, suffice to say we have 
a culture that believes individuals are not responsible for their own behavior.  We have a 
cultural standard of irresponsibility as acceptable, to be expected, as our expectation for 
behavior. 
 
A great psychiatrist, Glasser has spent his career working in and with schools.  The 
treatment of his work in this book will only scratch the surface.  It is an attempt to lead 
the reader to choose to follow up with immersion in his writings.  The references listed 
are only a partial list of his books.  They are extremely valuable not only to educators 
seeking to improve their school but also to any individual seeking to improve their life.  
While this section will be brief, Glasser’s work has affected everything in the book, and 
indeed, everything in my life. I am deeply indebted to him for his great contribution.  His 
invaluable impact on our schools and on our culture continues to grow rapidly.  He will 
be the psychologist of the 21st century (thank God). 
 
Glasser’s psychology is called “Choice Theory.”  It has also been called “Control 
Theory.”  It is the psychology proposed in his “The Quality School: Managing Students 
Without Coercion” which represents an educational landmark.  In fact, it will be one of 
three frameworks for 21st Century education.  Deming’s systems theory and Aristotle’s 
Ethics are the others.  It gives an enlightening view of applications of his psychology to 
education.  He combines Deming’s ideas with his own work and explains why many of 
Deming’s key ideas are psychologically valid.  In his practice as a psychiatrist for more 
than four decades he has always been most interested in education.  He believes that 
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education is the only therapy that works.  In “Reality Therapy” Glasser points out the 
necessary connection between psychological health and morality. 
 
Among many critical insights, Glasser has identified the single greatest obstacle to 
quality schools: Coercion. 
 
What do you do when someone tries to coerce you?  You resist!  If they increase the 
coercion, you increase the resistance.  Resistance can be active and/or passive.  If they 
are too strong, you may choose passive resistance.  For students this takes the form of 
doing the least required to get by, cutting classes, dropping out, etc. 
 
The goal of a quality school is excellence for all.  We must recognize that excellence 
cannot be mandated or forced.  The only person in the world who can make me 
excellent is me.  No one else can make me excellent.  (Yes this is repletion and you will 
see it again.)   
 
American bureaucratic organizations are driven by authority, rules, mandates, 
requirements, etc.  Each person in the bureaucracy sees his job as making sure 
someone else does their job.  Bureaucratic boss management is inherently coercive.  
The best we can hope for in a coercive environment is a degree of compliance.   
. 
While coercion may achieve a degree of compliance, in a free society it never leads to 
commitment or excellence.  Excellence is a choice.  Only individual students and 
teachers can choose excellence for themselves.  Coercion also has very definite 
destructive outcomes: 
 1. resentment 
 2. resistance 
 3. hostility, animosity 
 4. adversarial relationships 
  
We must realize that when we attempt to make others do what they don't want to do, 
the outcomes are always as above. 
 
For excellence in an organization or school, we must reject coercion as a management 
strategy.  This is true for all concerned, including how administrators manage teachers 
as well as how teachers manage students.  Indeed the failure of decades of education 
reform is due to the coercive nature of state and national educational policies.  The 
problem is at the policy level, but state and national policy is not evaluated.  Until this 
changes and the states and federal departments of education engage in ongoing self 
assessment and self improvement we will continue to maintain the system of mediocrity 
and failure we now have. 
 
Next we examine the policies of federal and state education departments.  We must 
recognize that every one of these mandates is coercive, designed to put pressure with 
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its concomitant stress and fear on the schools.  Stress and fear do not motivate 
excellence.  They motivate resentment, hostility, defensiveness, deception, avoidance, 
etc., just the opposite of what these policies are intended to do.  Our policy makers must 
assess the consequences of their policies, something that is not now done.  When their 
policies fail to cause what they want they are quick to blame poorly trained teachers, 
teacher or administrative tenure, educators who just don’t care, etc.  It is high time 
educational agencies assessed the impact and effects of their policies.  Obviously the 
federal and state bureaucrats and politicians have not asked the educators.  One can 
only wonder how these champions of accountability never assess the effectiveness of 
their own mandates, much less their own leadership. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
POLICY PROBLEMS AT THE STATE AND NATIONAL LEADERSHIP LEVELS 
 

Authority may bring a degree of compliance. 
Only leadership can bring excellence. 

 
Specific education reform policy failures at both the federal and state levels have been 
the root of education reform failure from start to present.   
 
The United States has been engaged in school reform since 1982.  The federal 
government and all fifty states have passed numerous versions of reform legislation to 
mandate and regulate the process.  Educators have adjusted their practices to the 
policies created by this legislation.  They have allocated hundreds of billions of dollars to 
implement the mandated reforms.  The effort has also involved the efforts of literally 
millions of educators and tens of millions of students.   
 
There have been countless assessments of the results of reform legislation.  None deny 
that student achievement nationally is about where it was when reform started.  What 
has not been done is any assessment of the policies that have driven the reform 
movement.  We need to use the systems theory of W. Edwards Deming to assess the 
educational system and offer a new set of policies that will bring about dramatically 
improved student achievement.   
 
W. Edwards Deming has informed us that ongoing problems in an organization are not 
caused by the people in the system but the structure.  This includes its policies, 
practices, beliefs, etc.  If we examine the structure of the present public school we see 
very consistent policies, practices, beliefs, etc. that drive the system.  Many of these 
policies are mandated by the state and federal education departments.  When they are 
flawed, the behavior and activity they drive is consequently and inevitably flawed.   
 
The single greatest obstacle to school improvement is at the highest policy levels.  State 
and federal policies drive the whole educational establishment. Education laws and 
regulations permeate the entire system from top to bottom.  They are presently applying 
massive and relentless coercion to do the wrong things in the wrong ways.  Although 
done with good intentions, the effects are of these policies are devastating.   
 
School reform has been an educational priority since 1982 with the publication of “A 
Nation at Risk.”  Since that time billions have been spent, countless numbers of well 
meaning educators have devoted extensive amounts of time, energy and work to 
improving education. Both the federal and state governments have passed legislation 
intended to raise student achievement.  Every one of the 50 states has passed 
numerous versions of specific education reform legislation and funding bills though 
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mandates for the purpose of improving student achievement.  Most have been 
unfunded.  There has been no lack of effort since the early 1980's.  Nonetheless, with 
the exception of rare local success stories, student achievement nationally is basically 
where it was in 1982.  By any standard you choose, there is no indication of large-scale 
improvement.  Meanwhile student discipline has deteriorated dramatically and drop outs 
have increased significantly especially in our poorer urban areas.  
 
Educators and political leaders recognize this failure.  Yet our leaders continue to 
pursue the same coercive policy mandates with ever increasing pressure.  We must 
recognize that the primary source of failure is not the schools, teachers, administrators, 
students, poverty or anything else but the policies that have driven this three decade 
effort.  W. Edwards Systems ideas offer us virtually all of the solutions.   
 
The policy needed most at both federal and state leadership levels is one of self 
assessment of the impact and effectiveness of all policies.  This must include constant 
feedback from the schools which should allow for anonymity as an option to avoid fear. 
 
The second policy must be to consistently improve policy and the policy making 
process. 
 
The key failed policies are outlined below with suggested solutions.  It should be noted 
that the effective alternative policies offered will cost no more money and in many cases 
will cost less.  The rest of the book will discuss the myriad conventional practices that 
are obstacles to school improvement and their effective alternatives. 
 

Failed Policy I: Improve student achievement through accountability. 
 

The accountability process has taken two forms:   
1 State and standardized tests of student achievement and  
2 Teacher evaluation.   
 
Most of the states have a state designed and state mandated testing program.  These 
have been in place and operational in most states for decades, some for over thirty 
years (New York State’s are over 60 years old.  I took them in elementary school).  The 
critical question is the same.  “How many educators (or politicians, parents, etc.) think 
that this extensive, expensive and long term mandate has made the schools any 
better?”  The answer is virtually none.   
 
Student test scores from these tests have frequently been published in the local 
newspapers, required by states to be reported at public meetings of the board of 
education, etc.  All of these measures to “pressure” (i.e. coerce) the schools to improve 
have been a dismal failure, the immense expenditure of money, time, work and energy 
notwithstanding.  Once again massive resources that could be allocated for productive 
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activities are being expended in fruitless efforts.  These efforts continue unabated and 
ever accelerated after thirty years of failure.  
 
The federal government in its wisdom, observing the results of these state efforts, is 
moving towards a national testing program.  Of course it will be voluntary, leaving 
school districts to explain why they don’t participate to their local constituents.  The 
coercion here may be subtle, but it is nonetheless very real. 
 
There are valuable uses of student achievement tests for measuring such achievement, 
but for the purpose of improving student achievement they are useless. 
 
State and standardized tests are and have been standard practice in public schools.  It 
has been said that trying to improve student achievement by testing them is analogous 
to trying to fatten cows by weighing them (source unknown).  Since student 
achievement test scores have not improved after many decades of testing, it is safe to 
assume the analogy is sound.  While it is and will always be necessary to test results, 
we must realize that this form of mass inspection as an improvement practice has failed 
to improve anything.   
 
Teacher evaluation has similarly been standard practice for many more than forty years.  
Like the testing practices above, this assessment process has also failed to improve 
student achievement.  It also violates Deming’s point # 8 “Drive out fear.”  This time 
consuming, anxiety provoking, unproductive process is now part of reform laws in all 
fifty states.  While some evaluation process will always be necessary to ensure 
adequacy in teacher performance, teacher evaluation is useless as an improvement 
process.  See alternatives to present tests and assessments. 
 
The current policies for accountability are not assessing the things we need to do to 
improve student achievement. 
 
Alternative to Failed Policy I: Effective self assessment policies 
 
Deming: Cease reliance on mass inspection to improve quality” (Point # 3).   
Institute a vigorous program of education and self-improvement (Point 13) 
Create constancy of purpose (point 1) 
Glasser: Only self assessment can bring excellence 
  
Since the chronic problems in a system have chronic causes that are built into the 
system itself, we must develop new policies for effective means to assess the system.  
This assessment must be ongoing.  Deming tells us a quality system is committed to 
continuous improvement.  Continuous improvement requires continuous assessment.   
 
Excellence is a choice.  It cannot be mandated or coerced.  The only person in the 
world who can make me excellent is me.  William Glasser has observed that the only 
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assessment that can bring excellence is self assessment.  We need such self 
assessment on two levels:  
1 Individuals must self assess and  
2 The system (schools) must collectively self assess. 
 
Constancy of purpose in this case must be to commit the system to continuous self 
assessment and self improvement. 

 
Individual self assessment. 
 
Teacher evaluation is based on the assumption that an administrator’s evaluation of a 
teacher will improve the teacher.  The best we can hope for from this form of evaluation 
is a degree of compliance, never a commitment to excellence.  The current teacher 
evaluation process has been around for at least 50 years.  While at a national 
conference I asked over 500 teachers and administrators how many thought that 
teacher evaluation has improved student achievement in their schools.  Not a single 
hand went up.  This is consistent with the thousands of educators I have asked the 
same question.  As a school improvement practice it is an abject failure.  Yet schools 
waste countless hours and tremendous energy to conform to state mandates in this 
area. 
 
Simple observation proves the effectiveness of self assessment.  If we observe the best 
teachers in a school, we see that they consistently asses themselves, their own work.  
They continually look for better ways to improve what they do.  That is why they are the 
best. 
 
If we let our mind wander down the hall to the least effective teacher (poor twisted 
wretch) we see that this teacher assesses the , the administration, other teachers, 
parents, the current president, etc., everyone but themselves.  That is why they are the 
worst.   
 
Departments of education should eliminate this counterproductive and self defeating 
mandate and institute a policy of self assessment.  The implementation of this self 
assessment policy should start with themselves.  First model then advocate it to the 
schools.  Teachers should model it and advocate it to students as well. 
 
Collective self assessment of the system 
 
An individual’s assessment of the system does not improve the system, regardless if the 
assessor is the principal, superintendent, the state or federal department of education.  
A quality organization seeks to continuously and collectively asses and improve itself.  
To do this requires leadership that recognizes the need to gain commitment of 
organization members to the process.   
 



57 
 

There are clear processes to do this that can be driven by policy.   
 
Effective collaborative planning and shared decision making processes facilitate 
involvement and commitment.   
 
Surveys can be used to collectively assess the system in any and all of its dimensions 
(Kelly 1992).  They can be used to: 
1. Enable input from all concerned 
2. Assess and prioritize needs,  
3. Develop consensus for needed change 
4. Focus and guide plans for change 
5. Monitor and measure progress 
 
Federal and state leadership can:  
1. Create policies to call for the above 
2. Model the implementation of these policies in their own agencies and  
3. Assess the impact of each of their specific policies. 
 
Currently federal and state department of education policy making agencies do not 
evaluate their own policies or the impact of those policies on schools.  The primary 
focus of their evaluation procedures should be their own agencies. 
 
For more on this see Failed Policy VIII 
 

Failed policy II:  are expected to achieve at their grade level. 
 
State tests are mandated by grade levels of  
 
Presently all curriculum, materials, tests, etc. are aligned to grade levels.  For example, 
a sixth grade class has all of these things designed for students functioning on a sixth 
grade level.  In reality, many (frequently most) students in a given grade are not 
functioning on that grade level.  A typical sixth-grade class probably has many students 
whose language/reading level is well below sixth-grade.  It probably also has students 
whose level is well above.  Despite this reality, instruction is consistently delivered at a 
sixth-grade level.  Consequently those students below grade level are frustrated, fail 
and become discipline problems.  Those functioning above grade level are generally 
bored, underachieve and frequently also become discipline problems.  
 
Most if not all states, and now the federal government with “No Child Left Behind,” have 
set up required tests at specific grade levels.  These have been in place and operational 
in most states for decades.  The critical question is the same, “How many educators (or 
politicians, parents, etc.) think that this extensive, expensive and long term effort has 
made the schools any better?”  The answer once again is virtually none.   
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While this testing process sounds like a good idea, it in fact is based on a completely 
false first premise.  The false premise is that all students progress at the same rate and 
therefore should be ready for the same tests at the same time.  In fact they are each 
unique.  They not only progress at different rates, but also differ in rate within each 
individual as time goes by.  We know that Edison and Einstein were “slow” in school. 
(Edison actually left school in the fourth grade when his parents were informed that it 
was a waste of time for him.) No one would say they were slow the rest of their lives.  
History is replete with people who were labeled “slow,” a euphemism for stupid, and 
later recognized as geniuses. 
 
In truth some students are ahead of their grade level, some are behind.  The view that 
they can, should and will be at the same level at the same time is absurd.  It never has 
been true and it never will be.  Nor should it be.  It penalizes both those that are ahead 
and those that are behind grade level.  Setting high standards is fine.  Requiring all to 
meet them at the same level at the same time is impossible, and like all impossible 
requirements causes not high achievement but failure, frustration, boredom, hostility, 
fear and discipline problems.  These are the products of the standards movement. 
 
The higher standards we need are by individual students.  Each student should show 
measurable progress relative to where they start, not their grade level. 
 
There is general consensus among educators that the present system produces a 
“success rate” (I e percent of high achieving students) of 10 -15% at best.  I have asked 
thousands of teachers to estimate the success rate of high achieving students 
nationally.  There is almost 100% agreement among them.  If you ask high school 
teachers, they tend to say 5-10% or less.  These are the teachers who see the “finished 
product” of our k-12 educational system. 
 
A viable alternative to testing by grade would be to set progressively higher standards 
and test individual students when they are ready.  They would have to demonstrate their 
mastery to their teacher before they could take a test.  In essence, they would have to 
earn the right to take a test.  All students would be required to demonstrate 
achievement of required exit standards in order to graduate high school and get a 
diploma.  This would allow faster students to finish sooner (and move into post high 
school work) and give more time to those who need it. 
 
We have had the present testing system for over 50 years.  It has never worked to 
improve student achievement for the overwhelming majority of students and it never 
will. 
 
Most students spend most of their thirteen years trying to work on curriculum that is too 
difficult or too easy.  The whole process centers on what grade level a student is in, not 
the functional language level the student is actually on.  As long as this basic structure 
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for K – 12 education continues it has failure and mediocrity built in as its inevitable 
outcomes.   
 
Alternative to Failed Policy II: restructuring all curricula to meet individual student needs. 
 
Deming: Eliminate work standards, eliminate management by objectives (point 11) 
Adopt a New Philosophy (point 2) 
Glasser: Empower students to learn 
 
The new philosophy must be to adjust the system to the needs of the students and stop 
trying to adjust the students to the “needs” of the system.  Curriculum must be 
restructured to meet individual student needs.  Specifically, it must be restructured to 
meet the individual language levels of students regardless of the grade level they are in.  
Teaching that requires a language level that a student has not yet achieved is a 
guarantee of failure with all its consequences.  Student needs must be the focus 
regardless of grade level.  Millions of students face this impossible requirement in 
school every day. 
 
A reasonable “target” or goal for each student is to improve each one’s achievement as 
much as possible from where they start.  This is explained in detail in Kelly, 2008. 
 
A reasonable goal for graduation would be fully literate students.  Some might think this 
a modest goal.  The truth is right now a very small percentage of our population is fully 
literate.  This includes many graduates of “higher education.” 
 
Since everything in the current system is designed around grade level, this is a critical 
adjustment.  Setting standards or benchmarks by grade level is unrelated to the needs 
of most students and has been a completely futile exercise.  Many students need work 
below the grade level they are in and many others need work above it. 

Failed policy III: Higher standards of achievement in all academic curricula. 

 
Deming:  Eliminate slogans, exhortations, and targets for work (point # 10) 
Adopt a New Philosophy (point 2) 
Glasser: Eliminate the nonsense curriculum 
 
Policy makers have committed the logical fallacy of “reducio ad absurdum.”  They have 
taken the logical concept of higher standards and extended it to the absurd, impossible 
standards.  There are no known experts in all subjects – even at the state or federal 
policy making levels. 
 
We can take any good idea and reduce or extend it to the absurd.  The good idea here 
is higher academic standards, which we very definitely need.  The extension to the 
absurd here is from higher standards to impossible standards.  Requiring the impossible 
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can cause nothing but failure with all its corollaries: dropouts, demoralization, 
discouragement, frustration, blaming, etc. 
 
The latest mandate fiasco is for higher academic standards. The whole country is in an 
uproar over the standards which have emerged in one state after another.  During a 
training session I was conducting with about 125 teachers and administrators the topic 
of the state standards came up.  We each viewed the New York state standards for 
Language Arts.  These included a long list of complicated concepts and skills. 
 
At first glance one might react, “These are really high standards.  This is great!”  Upon 
reflection, however, there is more to the picture.  I asked the educators present to take 
10 minutes to review the standards and discuss them with each other. 
 
Then I said to them, “These are the Language Arts standards that we are going to 
require all children to achieve, right?’ 
 
“Yes, they all agreed.” 
 
Consider this question, “How many of you can honestly say that you can demonstrate 
mastery level of achievement in all of these standards?” 
 
The group fell completely silent.  They started looking around at each other, the shock 
of the question’s answer obvious in their expressions.  The answer was that none of 
them could.  The truth is that William Shakespeare could not pass all of the New York 
State Language Arts standards. 
 
I mentioned to them that I have a Ph. D., have published books and numerous articles 
in the professional journals, and minored in English at college.  With all that, I can’t 
come close to saying that I can do many of the things that the state requires of all 
students in Language Arts.  It seemed small consolation.  Ironically, after several 
decades of efforts to implement them not only have students failed to master these 
standards, basic literacy has not been improved. 
 
When we consider that we are referring here only to the standards for Language Arts, 
the impossible state mandate is compounded.  The same scenario holds true for Social 
Studies, Mathematics, Science, etc.  How many of our policy makers are experts in 
Mathematics, Science, Social Studies, English, Foreign Language, Art, Music, Physical 
Education, Technology, etc?  The expectation that all students will become experts in all 
subjects is obviously absurd.  It is also a denial of human diversity.  What is excellent for 
you may be quite different from what is excellent for me.  Excellence for you might be 
medicine for example, while for me it might be music.  No one in their right mind would 
insist that the excellent musician was a failure because he is not equally excellent in 
medicine. 
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I wish I could ask all of the State Superintendents of Education and the Stare Boards of 
Education the same questions I asked the educators.  The simple truth is that they 
cannot function at the level of all the new standards in all of the subjects that they now 
mandate schools to accomplish with all their students. 
 
There is a way to raise academic standards that is very doable.  We could simply make 
“B” the lowest passing grade for credit.  “Poof!” we’ve raised standards.  Why don’t we 
do that?  Because we all know that the result would be massive failure.  Right now huge 
numbers of  can’t reach a “B” level, much less a level anywhere near the ethereal 
standards now being mandated by states.  Besides, raising standards is the easy part.  
Adjusting the system to remove the structural problems so that massive numbers of 
students would be empowered to reach much higher achievement levels is the real 
challenge. 
 
Consequences of impossible standards 
 
While the intended consequence of raising student achievement has not and will not 
happen in the context of the present standards movement, the unintended 
consequences that are occurring are devastating.   
 
Figures don’t lie, but liars do figure.  As the standards get higher and higher, the system 
is failing to adjust programs and there is increasing student and teacher frustration and 
failure.  Claims that students are doing better as a result of state standards are false.  
An example is the New York State English Regents.  Recently the State Education 
Department Announce that 92% of the high school seniors in New York City passed the 
English Regents.   
 
That certainly sounds good.  What was omitted from the announcement was that the 
passing score had been lowered to 55% (in the name of higher standards) and that the 
92% passing represented those who made it to 12th grade.  In fact approximately 75% 
of those who enter kindergarten in our inner cities drop out before graduation.   So the 
92% achieving 55% or better were in fact 92% of approximately 25% survivors.  Thus 
approximately 23% of those who entered the system in kindergarten passed the NYS 
Regents at the glorious score of 55% or better. 
 
A more accurate way of looking at it is that approximately 77% of the students who 
entered the system in kindergarten did not reach a score of 55% on the NYS English 
regents by 12th grade. 
 
The most paradoxical unintended consequence is the increasing view of educators and 
parents that standards are counterproductive.  The system is not discriminating 
between higher standards and impossible standards any more than the policy makers.  
The result is a growing retreat from standards of any kind.  The effort to raise standards 
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is threatening to eliminate standards.  This is unfortunate since the original purpose of 
the standards movement is still valid.  We still need to raise standards.   
 
Faced with the impossible, demoralization of students is leading to increasing failure, 
discipline problems and dropouts.  This is inevitable as students are continuously 
confronted with impossible requirements.  Ironically, many of the requirements would be 
possible if the system made the necessary adjustments suggested in this book instead 
of simply coercing students and teachers to reach them.   
 
The demoralization of teachers and administrators as well as parents is increasing.  
This is leading many educators to early retirement, which will contribute to a growing 
shortage of qualified professionals, especially in the cities. 
 
Not the least important consequence is the growing criticism of the schools, which is 
further undermining public support for education.  Perhaps the greatest irony of the 
standards movement, which is intended to improve public education, is that it is helping 
to destroy our public school system, especially in urban areas.   
 
This failed standards policy is based on two false assumptions.  These are: 
1 The view that all academic areas are of equal importance for all students. 
2 The view that all students are able and need to master all academic areas. 
 
The view that all academic areas are of equal importance is false.  We currently treat all 
academic subjects as if they are of equal importance.  The evidence for this is that they 
are all given equal amounts of time and resources in the current system.  The view that 
all students need to master all academic areas is absurd.  The current standards 
movement requires very high (in some cases impossible) standards of achievement in 
all subjects.  This implies that such achievement is; 
1 possible and 
2 necessary 
It is neither.   
 
No one is an expert in all subjects.  There are millions of successful people who do not 
excel in various academics.  (I never learned algebra.  To this day I don’t know what “X” 
equals and I don’t care.) 
 
The standards movement also has devastating consequences in driving out or at least 
minimizing the place of vocational education, the arts and athletics.  For millions of 
students these are of primary interest.  These students are being treated like second 
class citizens in the extension of all academics to the absurd. 
 
 all over the country are coerced to take and demonstrate high levels of mastery in all 
academics.  Ironically the state and federal education agency officials who mandate this 
policy do not meet these academic standards themselves.  In NYS for example, a 1984 
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NYS Board of Regents mandate that all students speak a foreign language is still on the 
books.  Where are all these foreign language speaking students?  Of even more interest 
is the question of how many members of the Board of Regents speak a foreign 
language.  How about the NYS Commissioner of Education? 
 
While the mandates have increased consistently, achievement has not improved.  
Discipline problems and dropouts have increased. 
 
Alternative to Failed Policy III Prioritize Curriculum requirements 
 
Language is more important than the others.  All academic learning is a function of 
language.  If a student in the ninth grade is reading at a sixth grade level and takes 
biology, he fails.  The report card will say he failed biology.  In fact he failed reading.  He 
never got to the biology because the level of language required in ninth grade to master 
biology is beyond his current language level.   
 
Since language is the sine qua non for all academic learning, time and resources should 
be allocated to language as needed.  The great majority of students who are failing are 
language deficient.  This is a correctible problem that the system now fails to address.  
As long as this continues, the massive amount of failure and mediocrity we now see in 
our schools will continue. 
 
Beyond that, requirements for all students’ graduation should be limited to what all 
students need to be successful in our culture.  In addition to literacy (including ability to 
think critically), this should include such areas as character education, basic social 
studies, basic mathematics, health education, computer literacy and basic science.  If 
we produced students who truly mastered these areas, we would have a truly literate 
society – which we do not have now.  Sadly we are far from it.   
 
More advanced academics should be available to all who have mastered the basics that 
are necessary to succeed in those subjects.  The present system has massive amounts 
of failure because it requires (coerces) student placement in academic subjects at levels 
they are not ready to learn.  This is a formula that guarantees failure.   
 
Ironically, in the new structure far more students would succeed in far more advanced 
academic areas.  Mastery of all prerequisites would have to be demonstrated before 
students would be admitted to these higher academic courses. 

Failed policy IV: State and federal mandates for School improvement 

 
These mandates are based on the fallacy that one person can make another person 
excellent.  In fact since excellence is a choice it can only come to be when a person 
chooses it.  No one else can make me excellent.  Only I can do that and only by my 
choice and commitment. 
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Mandates that are externally imposed without choice and seen as impossible to attain 
by those required to accomplish them are invariably viewed as coercive.  Decades of 
school reform have created many mandates for improvement.  The ostensible purpose 
of these federal and state mandates is excellence in student achievement.  We know 
from the data that they have failed.   
   
The actual consequences of this coercion have been and continue to be: resentment, 
fear, anger, hostility, defensiveness, and resistance.  Ironically these actual 
consequences cause the exact opposite of the excellence intended and in fact act as 
barriers to that intended consequence.  Education mandates produce the opposite of 
their intended consequences.   
 
Since 1982 every state in the union has been attempting to mandate excellence in our 
schools.  The practice of mandates is actually older in some states.  The federal 
government has also placed many mandates on the states, especially in the areas of 
compensatory education and special education.  I know of no one in education who will 
claim that either of these two programs is any closer to excellence than the rest of 
public education.  Now we have “No Child Left Behind” federal legislation, again based 
on mandates. 
 
W. Edwards Deming has observed that the chronic problems in organizations have 
structural or systemic causes.  These problems are not coming from the workers in the 
organization, but the structure of the system itself; its policies, practices, rules, etc.  
After all these years of mandates for school improvement in all 50 states (plus national 
mandates) that have not succeeded in bringing excellence to our schools, it’s time to 
look for the chronic structural problems. 
 
Mandates are effective when they call for compliance in the form of reasonable and 
necessary behaviors.  The mandates to stop for red lights or get to work on time are 
sound.  Reasonable people perceive them as practical, doable and necessary for the 
common good, and they comply.  Compliance is all that is necessary for such rules. 
 
When mandates are perceived to be unreasonable, impossible, ineffective and/or 
otherwise inappropriate, they are by definition seen as coercive. 
 
I’ve asked this question of thousands of educators, parents and students in my work as 
an educational trainer.  “What do you do when someone tries to make you do 
something you don’t want to do, tries to force you to do what they want?”  The answer is 
always the same.  “I resist.”  Not only do we resist coercion, we also resent it and resent 
the source of it.  Coercion breeds hostility, defiance, etc.  If the coercer is strong 
enough, we will give as much compliance as necessary to avoid harm, but we will not 
commit to the goal of coercion.  We will always resist and at least covertly subvert. 
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Because coercion may bring a degree of compliance, we may be misled into thinking 
that it is producing the results we want.  If those results are excellence, this is a clear 
mistake.  
 
Individual excellence is a function of individual choice and commitment, never a result of 
coercion.  The only person in the world who can make me excellent is me.  No one else 
can make me excellent. 
 
We can easily verify the truth of this from our own experience.  Think of a person that 
you know who you view as excellent, as a truly outstanding human being.  We all know 
such people.  Who made that person excellent?  The answer is always the same.  That 
person made him or herself excellent.  Nobody can make anyone else excellent. If they 
could, we all would have become excellent a long time ago.  Parents would have made 
all their children excellent.  Teachers would have made all their students excellent.  
Principals would have made all their teachers excellent.  And of course, State Education 
Departments would have made all public schools excellent. 
 
Excellence is the habit of self-assessment and self-improvement.  This definition of 
excellence is the only one that I know of that is consistent with Deming’s idea of quality 
as an unending continuous process of self-improvement.  Certainly the excellent people 
we all know are characterized by this habit. 
 
The same is true for organizations (Toyota comes first to mind).  No external force or 
authority can make an organization excellent.  Organizational excellence is a function of 
leadership, not authority.  Gaining the choice of and commitment to excellence from the 
organization’s members is the role of leadership.  To the extent a leader relies on 
authority, at best he is pursuing a degree of compliance, not excellence.  This is the 
great false premise of mandates for excellence.  Authority may bring a degree of 
compliance, only leadership can bring excellence. 
 
Upon inspection of reform legislation we can see a consistent pattern of coercive 
mandates and subsequent failure. 
 
Alternative to Failed Policy IV 
 
Deming: Institute Leadership (point 7) 
Deming; Drive out fear (point 8) 
William Glasser: Find alternatives to coercion as a management strategy. 
 
The means to excellence are choice and commitment.  We need policies that strive to 
foster and maximize both behaviors.  Administrators have two necessary rolls: authority 
and leadership.  Mandates rely exclusively on the authority roll.  The best we can hope 
for in response to authority is a degree of compliance, never excellence.  The authority 
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roll is necessary for those individuals whose behavior is so far form acceptable that they 
must be corrected at least to minimum standards or fired.   
 
State and federal leaders must recognize the limitations of their authority in terms of 
improving the system.  Authority cannot create excellence in a system.  History is 
replete with failed examples.  Excellence in an individual is a function of individual 
choice.  In a group, it is a function of leadership that causes the collective system to 
make that voluntary choice.  There is no other way. 

Failed policy V: Improving schools must require more money. 

 
Fallacy, Categorical Confusion: The categories of quantity (more) and quality (better) 
are being confused.  Additional expensive programs are currently assumed to be 
necessary in the present system for millions of students who cannot function in the 
regular program.  This is based on the related fallacy:  are not ready for school 
programs.  It is the school programs that are not ready for the students. 
 
Alternatives to Failed Policy V 
 
Deming:  Improve constantly and forever the system of production (point 5) 
Break down barriers between departments (point 9) 

 
When students can’t succeed in the present program structure, the automatic 
assumption is that the problem is in the student.  The student does not fit the program.  
The system must therefore create alternative programs.  These include programs for: 
1. Pre-kindergarten,  
2. Transitional kindergarten  
3. Remedial reading  
4. Remedial mathematics  
5. Learning disabilities  
6. Special education  
7. Gifted and talented  
8. Retention 
9. Social promotion 
 
The system has and continues to spend countless billions on these special additional 
programs.  For example, pre-kindergarten programs are created because the basic 
false assumption is, “He is not ready for kindergarten.”  In fact, this is backwards.  
Kindergarten is not ready for him.  Who is responsible to be ready, the 5 year old babies 
or the adult, paid, trained professionals?  We should be improving the kindergarten 
program so that it is ready for all kindergarten children, not just those that meet some 
preconceived and arbitrary standard.  
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The reason all of these highly expensive alternative programs exist is because the 
regular program does not work for millions of these students.  Instead of striving to 
improve the program (I e system) we exclude millions of students and exile them to a 
different “special” programs.  This has gone on for many decades now and the general 
view of most educators is that these additional programs are of minimal or no real value 
or effectiveness in terms of improving student achievement.  Once again, there is no 
national data that indicates that they do. 
 
The structural reason for the failure of these additional programs is quite simple.  When 
students do not succeed in the regular classroom program, we take them out of the 
regular program that does not work for them and give them a special program that may 
be effective but involves only a minimal amount of time.  We then put them back in the 
regular program that does not work for them for 90 percent of the remaining time.  It is 
no wonder that these “alternative” programs have not improved student achievement. 
 
Alternative to Failed Policy V 
 

Deming: Improve constantly and forever the system of production (point 5) 
 
Instead of creating additional expensive and ineffective alternatives to the regular 
classroom program, we should be modifying the regular program to meet the needs of 
all students.  Don’t add programs.  Restructure the general program to meet individual 
student needs.  It is the ineffectiveness of the general program that needs to be 
changed.  That is the system of production that must be improved constantly and 
forever.  We need to improve the regular classroom program to empower all students to 
learn effectively.  None of these special programs should be needed for any of these 
millions of students (with the possible exception of all but the severely disabled special 
education students, a small percentage of all special education students). 
 
Making the regular program effective for virtually all will not only significantly improve 
student achievement; it will also greatly reduce costs.  Special education currently 
involves about 12% of our students and costs about 27% of our budgets.  This for an 
inferior alternative to an effective general program. 
 
Money Is Not The Answer.  It Never Was the Answer and it’s Not the Answer Now.  
Restructure public school systems to increase productivity while reducing required 
resources.  Systems thinking can solve not only our educational improvement and 
funding problems but all of our economic problems.  
 

Failed policy VI: Reduce class size to improve student achievement 
 
False assumption: Reducing class size will result in students receiving more individual 
attention. 
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For many years there has been an ongoing effort to set smaller class size as a means 
to deal with individual student differences.  The current national average teacher – 
student ratio nationally is 15 to 1.  The theory is that the smaller the class the greater 
attention that can be given to each student.  This is de facto recognition of the need to 
deal with individual differences. 
 
In spite of countless efforts to do this, there is minimal evidence of any improvement in 
student achievement.  The structural reason for this is again quite simple.  If I reduce 
class size from 30 to 20 but continue to use the same whole group instruction as my 
method of teaching (which typically is the case), there will be virtually no more attention 
given to individual students. 
 
The most interesting actual consequence of class size reduction is significant increase 
in cost.  The state of Florida for example has mandated smaller class sizes thereby 
dramatically increasing costs state wide without anything significant to show for it.  By 
changing the system we can deal with individual student differences effectively without 
reducing class size and increasing resources. 
 
I have asked hundreds of teachers in my training and graduate teaching experience and 
virtually none see smaller class size as causing improvement in achievement.  Even if it 
did, the public schools cannot afford it. 
 
Alternative to Failed Policy VI 
 
Deming: Adopt a new philosophy (point 2) 
 
Since each student is unique, we must individualize instruction to meet the needs of 
each student.  Technology now makes this a realistic goal.  Computers can manage 
curriculum content and record keeping that was virtually impossible for most teachers 
before.  This empowers each student to work at their own level and progress at their 
own rate.  It enables the teacher to act as a tutor for students when they need individual 
help. 
 
Ironically, effective use of technology will not only increase individual attention thus 
improve student achievement and behavior, it will also allow for increasing class size 
and decreasing cost. 

Failed Policy VII: Failure of teacher evaluation mandates  

 
To see the failure of the philosophy of state mandates, we need only review recent 
history. For example, every state has legislated teacher evaluation mandates.   
 
Here we have a mandate that has been put in place by all 50 states for more than a 
decade.  Yet all we need do is ask the professionals involved to understand that it 



69 
 

simply has not worked.  As Deming has noted, if you want to improve the product (in our 
case student achievement) what we must constantly do is ask the workers (in our case 
the teachers and administrators) how to do that, not tell them how to do that as state 
and federal educational policy makers consistently do.  This must be a standing 
question so that improvement can be an ongoing continuous process. 
 
Obviously the state and federal bureaucrats and politicians have not asked the 
educators.  One can only wonder how these champions of accountability never assess 
the impact and effectiveness of their mandates, much less their own leadership.  The 
view that a school can be no better than its teachers is not true.  A school can be no 
better than its leadership.  While it is true that a quality school constantly seeks to 
improve its teachers, this can only happen to a high degree when the leadership of that 
school seeks to constantly improve the system.  Indeed there is a cause - effect 
relationship here:  When leadership Improves the system the staff will improve their 
effectiveness. 

 
There is a structural flaw in our present policy and practice.  We have an “other 
assessment” policy.  Everyone is responsible for assessing someone else.  State 
departments of education assess school districts.  School boards assess the 
superintendent, the superintendent assesses the administrators.  Administrators assess 
teachers and teachers assess students.  Everyone in the system is responsible for 
someone else’s behavior.  This is a pure compliance assessment structure. 

 
Alternative to Failed Policy VII 
 
1 The whole assessment paradigm in education, predicated on one person or 
group evaluating another, is designed for compliance, not excellence.  I call this “other 
assessment.”  State and federal leadership should be working to institute self-
assessment at all levels of the system, particularly at the top (i.e. themselves).  By 
modeling this behavior, in addition to making it state and federal educational policy, they 
would go a long way toward leading the whole system to self-assessment and self-
improvement.  Until we change the assessment paradigm there will be no excellence in 
schools except for those individual students and staff who practice self-assessment on 
their own.  This currently represents a very small percentage. 
 
Also see “Observe and evaluate programs not teachers and students” below. 
 
2 Make constructive use of standardized student achievement tests.  Move from 
evaluating teachers to evaluating programs.  See “alternatives to present tests and 
assessments” for details of both processes below. 

Failed policy VIII: Failure of teacher training mandates 
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For decades states have been trying to improve teacher instruction through mandates 
for staff development.  There is no data nationally that indicates any success.    As is 
the case with other coercive state mandates the states have responded by increasing 
the mandates.  As long as these mandates are structured as they are they will continue 
to be ineffective.   
 
Alternative to failed policy VIII 
 
Three essential steps are necessary for successful staff development. 
 
There are more exciting educational innovations available to schools than ever before.  
Dozens of well developed staff development programs are going on constantly.  Yet we 
consistently hear a disturbing question.  "We trained all our teachers in students a great 
program three years ago, and almost none of it seems to be in place today.  Why?"  
Extensive training in well known and accepted programs shows little or no difference in 
a year or two.  For staff development to have significant and lasting impact, three 
essential steps must take place. 
 
1 The need for staff development must be recognized by the staff to be trained. 
 
Sending teachers for training to improve instruction is based on the assumption that 
improvement is needed.  If the staff to be trained does not see this need, there is 
virtually no chance for significant long term change as a result of such training.  In the 
case cited above, the central office had mandated training in Hunter's program.  
Mandates, we are coming to learn, may bring some degree of compliance, but only 
commitment can bring excellence.  The teachers all attended the sessions (i.e. 
compliance) but did not commit to implementing the training. 
 
The best way to gain consensus of staff for the need for training is through skillful use of 
clear data. 
 
2 Staff to be trained should be involved in choosing the training program they want. 
 
Even when staff see and agree upon need, the success of staff development can be 
thwarted when someone else chooses the training program.  Staff must not only 
recognize the need for training, but also recognize the training program most 
appropriate to meet their need.  Both are necessary for commitment. 
 
A small committee of staff can explore and gather options for the entire staff to review.  
Time must be taken to discuss options and develop consensus on which program is 
best.  Without such consensus, school wide lasting change cannot result. 
 
3 All staff involved should go through the training together with leadership. 
 



71 
 

By experiencing the training together, a community of interest is formed.  When we go 
back to the school to implement the new program, we can support and act as resources 
for each other. 
 
It is also critical that all who supervise the program go through the training with the 
teachers.  It makes no sense to train the whole elementary teaching staff in a new 
reading program and not the principal.  Deming refused to train any organization unless 
the leadership participated in the training. 
 
While these three steps require time and a different structure for setting up staff 
involvement, taking them virtually guarantees successful lasting change as a result of 
staff development.  Without them, there will be little or no success as there is and has 
been for decades. 
 
The structural difference in this process from traditional staff development makes it far 
more effective and of greater impact.  For example, training a whole elementary staff in 
a more effective reading program will improve student achievement in reading far more 
than remedial programs which have consistently failed to improve achievement.  
Remedial programs only exist because of the failure of the regular program to address 
students’ needs.  The cause of student failure is program ineffectiveness.   The solution 
is to improve the program, not set up band aid remedial programs which tend to do the 
same things as the regular program and continue failure.   
 
Each year we spend hundreds of billions on remedial programs without success.  This 
process for staff development is not only more effective to improve the regular program 
but costs less.  When the regular program addresses the needs of all  we will be able to 
eliminate not only remedial reading programs but also remedial mathematics, remedial 
writing, special education (for all but the most severely disabled), gifted programs and 
others.   
 
Some time ago I served as a consultant to a high school that had about 300 students 
out of 400 fail a state minimum competency test in writing.  When I met with the 
language Arts department I asked for their thoughts.  They suggested the school district 
hire a writing specialist to teach writing.  I pointed out that one wring specialist might be 
able to handle five classes of 20 students.  That would cover 100 students (5 classes of 
20 students each).  What about the other 200 failing students?  They responded hire 
two more writing specialists.  In so responding they were simply suggesting the same 
ineffective remedial process as we already had for reading and mathematics. 
 
I suggested that the district did not have funds to hire two more teachers.  How about if 
they, the Language Arts department, teach them?  They said they had never been 
trained to teach writing.  I suggested they could be trained to teach it.  Why not explore 
the options for training and see if they could agree on one they preferred.  They agreed 
and did so. 
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Within two years their failure rate on the same writing minimum competency test was 
zero.  Granted it was a “minimum competency” test.  None the less it was a remarkable 
improvement. 
 
The comparative cost effectiveness the traditional remedial model vs. the restructured 
staff development model is striking. 
 

 
Traditional Remedial Model 

 
Hire 3 remedial writing teachers 
 

 
Restructured Staff Development Model 

 
Train 10 teachers in the Language Arts 
Department 
 

Cost 
$120,000 per year = $40,000 X 3 teachers 
$12,000,000 = 10 years 

Cost 
$5,000 a onetime expense for training 
$0 = next 9 years (Department chair trains       

new teachers)  
1 year effectiveness/Impact 

300  students taught per year 
 

1 year effectiveness/Impact 
1,000  students taught per year 

10 year effectiveness/impact 
3,000 students taught 

 

10 year effectiveness/impact 
10,000 students taught 

 
The table above shows the relative cost effectiveness for one program for ten years. 
 
 Consider the possible implications of the present remedial model for multiple academic 
programs for multiple years: 
 

No. Schools No 
Programs 

years Cost 

1 1 1 $120,000 
1 5 1 $600,000 
5 5 5 $3,000,000 
5 5 10 $6,000,000 

 
Given the demonstrated ineffectiveness of the “traditional remedial model” in terms of 
failure to improve academic achievement, the waste nationally over years is in the 
billions.  Meanwhile the restructured staff development program used to improve the 
entire regular program offers a systemic change that can have tremendous positive 
results in terms of improved student achievement.  This is true not only regarding 
remedial programs but for special education, learning disabilities, gifted and talented 
and other “special programs.” 
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The table above clearly indicates the cost – effectiveness of improving the regular 
program (using existing resources) over the addition of remedial or special programs.  
“Special programs” exist only because the regular classroom program does not meet 
the needs of millions of students.  Like remedial programs, these special programs, 
expensive as they are, are limited in terms of the amount of time students can spend in 
them.  They spend the bulk of their in school time in the regular classroom program 
which does not meet their needs.  It is time to stop all of the ineffective band aid special 
programs and improve the full time program to meet the needs of all students all day all 
year k – 12, indeed k – 16.  
 
Staff development, structured and conducted according to the three requirements noted 
above is the primary means to more effective programs in the regular classroom.  That 
will bring significant achievement gains for all students while reducing required 
resources significantly. 
 

Failed policy IX: Failure of the foreign language mandate in N Y S 

 
Individual states have their own idiosyncratic mandates as well as the trendy ones that 
they all adopt.  In 1984 the New York State Board of Regents passed the “Regents’ 
Action Plan” to improve education in New York State.  Among the many mandates (i.e. 
Commissioner’s Regulations which are education laws in New York State) was a 
particularly foolish one that requires (i.e. coerces) all elementary students to learn a 
foreign language before high school.  This required elementary schools to allocate 
scarce resources to an impossible mission.  
 
That was more than two decades ago.  Where are all these multi lingual students?  Any 
school will tell you that this was a ridiculous mandate which obviously would not work.  
Not work?  It’s the law!  Passing ridiculous mandates/laws is a poor excuse for 
leadership needed to bring genuine improvement.  It also casts doubt on the legitimacy 
of important authority.   
 
The foreign language mandate worked so well in New York State that many years later 
New Jersey created one (euphemistically called “world” languages since “foreign” 
languages is now politically incorrect). 
 
In its wisdom, having observed the “success” of the 1984 elementary foreign language 
mandate, the New York State Board of Regents mandated that all high school  are now 
required (i. e. coerced) to pass three years of foreign language to get a Regents’ 
Diploma.  I would like to know how many of the Regents speak a foreign language, 
much less could pass a foreign language Regents examination.  Perhaps the first rule of 
leadership should be that our leaders only require achievement of everyone that they 
can claim for themselves. 
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The modus operandi of state and federal politicians and bureaucrats is to first mandate 
that the schools do something, all too frequently impossible and/or inappropriate, and 
then blame the schools for failure.  If the state and federal authorities would ask these 
kinds of questions of educators and/or themselves, most of these counterproductive 
mandates would be avoided. 
 
Those who advocate forcing students to learn foreign languages (most of these 
advocates do not speak foreign languages themselves) are frequently well intentioned, 
but detached from reality.  We hear things like, “In Europe people often speak three or 
more languages.”  While this is true, we are not in Europe.  If the people in New Jersey 
spoke French, the people in Connecticut spoke German, the people in Pennsylvania 
spoke Portuguese, etc. then most of us would speak multiple languages.  The fact is, of 
our almost 300 million citizens, all but 20 or 30 million speak nothing but English.  When 
I left college I was quite literate in Spanish.  Having never had occasion to use it on a 
regular basis, I now remember virtually none of it.  Forcing students who are frequently 
illiterate in their native language of English to study foreign languages they have no use 
for and probably never will is as counterproductive as it is unnecessary.   
 
Alternative to failed policy IX 
 
Foreign Languages should be available as a choice for those students who want to 
learn them, but not a requirement for all students. 

Failed policy X: Learning problems must be overcome at the Pre K 3 level 

 
“Children must be ready for kindergarten.” This has been heard a million times in 
elementary schools and across the educational specter.  It is an excellent example of 
circular reasoning.  Who is responsible to be ready, the babies for school or the adult 
educated and paid professionals for the babies?   
 
It can also be heard on any day in any high school, “he is just not ready for high school.”  
Just as surely circular reasoning again.  The system endlessly blames the victims. 
 
One of my 12th grade students in a wealthy district was a girl who was severely dyslexic 
and read at the 7th grade level in September.  By June she was reading at the 12th 
grade level.  Reading can be taught not only on individual student levels but also with or 
without phonics according to student needs.  Dyslexic students should never be taught 
phonics.  This girl had been receiving phonics instruction in resource room and remedial 
reading for 12 years without success.  She was always ready to learn, just not by the 
methods used to teach her. 
 
One of the most commonly accepted and pernicious of all general beliefs in education is 
that by secondary school it is too late for those who are far behind.  This is a disgraceful 
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age bias that amounts to seeing students who are as young as 11 or 12 as “washed 
up.”  I have seen literally hundreds of high school students become excellent achievers 
even though they had been far below grade level in secondary school once given an 
appropriate individualized program.   
 
Alternative to failed policy X 
 
Learning problems occur at any time.  Therefore we must abandon the idea that 
learning problems must be overcome early and replace it with the idea that they must 
be overcome whenever they occur. 
 
Indeed in my own teaching experience I have seen adults in their forties and older in 
Adult Basic Education (ABE) and High school equivalency (GED) classes go from 
illiterate (i.e. reading at a 1st or 2nd grade level) to the High School Equivalency level (i.e. 
12th grade) in as little as 2 years of instruction.  True, they were motivated and attended 
four hours per night, three nights a week for 2 years, but nonetheless they showed 
extraordinary achievement after so many years of failure in school.  The reason so 
many persevered in the evening program was that it provided instruction at their 
individual levels and allowed them to progress at their individual rates.  Success is 
highly motivating, every bit as motivating as failure is discouraging. 
 
The Federal remedial program confirms this ubiquitous and pernicious age bias by 
allocating virtually 100% of Chapter I remedial reading and mathematics funds to the 
elementary level and none to the secondary.  Many secondary teachers see this 
conventional belief that “It is too late for secondary students to learn basic skills” as the 
“reason” they can’t expect these students to learn.  Though unintended this bias 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  An effective individualized program demonstrates 
the fallacy of this terribly destructive bias. 
 
In a politically correct world where bias is a mortal sin we completely overlook this highly 
debilitating one and many other biases pointed out in this book. 
 

Failed Policy XI: Fifty years of failure of remedial education programs 

 
Since the 1960's and the education legislation of the “Great Society” literally hundreds 
of billions of federal dollars have been spent on remedial education.  Each year has 
seen huge increases in funding.  Many more billions have been expended for 
remediation by states and local school districts. 
 
As far back as April 2, 1997 Education Week presented a front-page article entitled on 
the federal remedial program designed to improve mathematics and reading 
achievement in students who were failing.  “Chapter I Aid Failed to Close Gap” was 
based on a 5 year study of 27,000 students.  While making an extremely strong case for 
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the fact that Chapter I remedial reading and mathematics programs have failed to 
improve student achievement the article noted, “The study does not tell us, however, 
why this occurred.” 
 
There should be no surprise as to the study’s findings.  As an educational trainer for 
many years I have asked literally thousands of educators this question.  “How many of 
you believe, after the extensive resources, effort and energy that has been expended, 
that Chapter I (AKA Title I) has made any clear improvement in student achievement in 
your school?”  The response has been universal; virtually none. 
 
The study in education week reported what is common knowledge among educators 
across the country.  Chapter I/title I does not work.   
 
This remedial effort has been around since the 1960’s, spent hundreds of billions of 
dollars, involved tens of thousands of teachers and tens of millions of children.  It has 
been a herculean effort to improve students’ basic skills to put it mildly.  Why it has 
failed should be a primary concern to educators, to say nothing of taxpayers and 
politicians.  It is precisely such massive and ineffective use of resources that is 
destroying public support of education. 
 
I was a participant on a New York State Education Department team sent to review a 
Title 1 program in a New York City school where reading test scores for Title I students 
had gone down for three years in a row.   
 
The school had seven full time Title I remedial reading teachers.  I spent a full period 
observing the classes of each teacher.  (I should note that I taught reading for ten years, 
supervised it for many more and have an advanced sixth year graduate degree in it.  I 
feel quite comfortable observing Title I reading classes.)  To my surprise, everything 
that I saw ranged from very good to excellent.  Not one of these teachers was doing a 
poor job of instruction.  On the contrary, I believe that Title 1 teachers as a group may 
be among the best teachers we have.  (They do a lot of tutoring, one on one instruction, 
which is the best way to learn to teach.) 
 
This left me baffled. Here was a school with seven full time Title I teachers.  Every one 
of them was unusually good.  And yet the reading scores of their students had declined 
for three years in a row.  How could this be? 
 
Given the special help, why do these remedial students continue to fail?  The typical 
response to the failure of title I is a call for more money, more title I teachers, more of 
this, more of that, more of the same.  That has not and will not work. 
 
W. Edwards Deming has the solution.  Deming observed that 95% of the chronic 
problems in organizations are structural or systemic.  They are not coming from the 
workers (in this case the students or teachers) but how work is structured or organized.  
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When we examine title I closely, we find an obvious structural flaw that makes this 
remedial program ineffective no matter how hard or effectively the teachers in it are. 
 
Title I was created to help students who fall far behind in their work, especially reading 
and math.  The program design called for these  who could not function in the regular 
classroom program to receive 90 minutes per week in small Title I classes with specially 
trained teachers.  These classes were specifically designed to meet the needs of these 
students.   
 
This sounds good at first.  But extend the picture.  Title I students spent 90 minutes, or 
1½ hours per week succeeding in a program designed to meet their needs.  What 
happens to them the other 33½ hours remaining?  They are returned to a program that 
frustrates them, a program that they cannot understand.  That is the reason they were 
pulled out of it to begin with. 
 
SOME SIMPLE MATH REVEALS REMEDIAL SYSTEM’S STRUCTURAL FLAW. 
 
1½ HOURS = 4% OF STUDENT TIME PER WEEK IN A HELPFUL PROGRAM. 
 
33½ HOURS = 96% OF STUDENT TIME PER WEEK IN A FRUSTRATING, 
DEFEATING PROGRAM 
 
Thus while the 1½ hours may be highly effective time for these students, 96% of their 
ineffective time is unaffected, still unproductive, frustrating and defeating. 
 
Given this structural flaw, it is not at all surprising that Title I has failed.  We could 
double the current funding, spend hundreds of billions more.  The current structure will 
yield the same results.   
 
It is true that Title 1 finally changed the rules to “permit” whole school improvement if 
schools satisfy certain bureaucratic “requirements.”  In fact little has changed.  The 
overwhelming amount of title 1 funds is still allocated to improving 4% of the students’ 
educational time.   
 
When I was a new teacher in the South Bronx Title I was first initiated.  My school 
received a large allotment of money accompanied by a large number of federal and 
state regulations.  A memo came around from the new Title I coordinator.  Training in 
the teaching of remedial reading was to be conducted for Title I Teachers.  Although I 
was a reading teacher, I was not a Title I teacher.  I asked to be included.  The Title I 
supervisor responded that was not possible.  Title I funds were to be used only for 
training title 1 teachers.  When I pointed out that I taught reading to 5 classes of illiterate 
eighth grade students (virtually all Title I eligible), that I would attend without any 
stipend, and that there would certainly be room in the training class since the number of 
Title I teachers was small, he responded that the regulations were very clear.  As a 
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regular classroom teacher, I was ineligible for the training.  Thus Title I training over the 
years has deliberately and systematically excluded about 98% of the teachers in our 
schools. 
 
Title 1 was designed to be completely apart from the rest of the school.  There was to 
be a separate budget, separate staff, separate materials, etc.  There was to be no 
mingling of this program and the regular program.  To this day most principals do not 
know their school’s title 1 budget, much less have any influence over it.   
 
One attempt to fix the problem was to move away from “pull out programs” to “push in 
programs.”  Title I teachers work in the regular class with the classroom teacher.  While 
this is a very small step in the right direction, it is hardly a move that has had a major 
impact.  Achievement scores have not improved. 
 
This is a clear example of how government bureaucrats, however well intentioned, 
designed and funded a massive remedial program that could not work.  That failing 
program as of 2011 is 45 years old. 
 
Alternative to failed policy XI 
 
The answer is as obvious as the problem is simple.  Title I should require all schools 
involved in the program to do whole school improvement.  Unless we improve 100% (or 
as close as possible) of students’ reading learning time, title I will continue to produce 
the same dismal results.  It is the regular developmental reading program that is failing 
to meet student needs that must be improved, not a tiny fraction of the students’ reading 
program. 
 
The good news is that a tiny percent of Title I remedial funds could, if properly utilized, 
accomplish whole school improvement.  The bad news is that federal and state 
regulators abetted in many cases by local Title I administrators, are still acting out of 
habits and patterns of the original Title I program and continue to stifle changes needed.  
Beyond that, the people who run the program at all levels, for the most part, do not yet 
understand the structural problem, much less the obvious solution.     
 
The structural answer to the question of whether Title I can be successful is absolutely 
yes.  How requires reconceiving and restructuring the program.  This must be done 
soon before the public and politicians eliminate it completely.  After more than five 
decades, time and patience are quickly running out. 
 
First we must abandon the absurd idea that improving 4% of a student’s time in school 
while he remains frustrated and defeated 96% of the time will help. 
 
Second we must use Title I resources to leverage the much greater resources being 
expended on the 96% failure time.  Each school must periodically assess its needs and 
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improve itself accordingly.  At least the portion of Title I funds for whole school 
improvement should be allocated to the school principal and planning team.  I believe all 
of Title I funds should be so allocated.  While this may still be politically impossible, 
even 5 to 10%, appropriately used, could bring massive improvement.  One thing is 
certain; business as usual is going to put Title I out of business. 
 
In addition to Title I remedial programs there are many other remedial programs that are 
structured with the same time allocation flaw that have been set up by many states and 
local school systems.  These add countless more wasted billions to the federal 
expenditures.  Only improving the whole school regular reading and mathematics 
programs will do.  Title I can, if appropriately utilized to improve the regular school 
reading and mathematics programs (as opposed to adding small band aids to gaping 
wounds), dramatically improve the entire school. 
 
Most importantly, we must stop using remedial programs to attempt to overcome the 
shortcomings of the regular classroom programs and find ways to improve those regular 
programs that make up 100% of student instructional time in school. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
CONVENTIONAL PRACTICES THAT OBSTRUCT SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT  
 
While federal and state mandates and regulations place a straight jacket on education, 
there are many other obstacles to school improvement from that exist only from 
historical inertia and conventional thinking.  The rest of this book will be dedicated to 
identifying these practices and presenting effective alternatives.  It should be stressed 
that like the policy alternatives suggested earlier the alternatives to conventional 
practices offered will cost no more money and in many cases will cost less. 
 

System’s greatest weakness: Failure to deal with individual student differences 
 
William Glasser asks a great question which I have repeated to literally thousands of 
educators.  What percent of students in American public schools do you estimate are 
consistently achieving at a high level (getting mostly “A” grades most of the time)?  
Glasser estimates 10 to 15%.   Virtually all of the educators I have asked tend to agree.  
In fact, most think it is less.  It is not uncommon for high school teachers and 
administrators to say less than ten percent.  Clearly the present system serves only a 
very small fraction of our students relatively well.  I say relatively because even our best 
students are capable of learning far more than they do in the current system.  W. 
Edwards Deming tells us to look to the structure of the system for solutions to ongoing 
problems. 
 
Ironically we pay endless lip service to diversity yet fail to deal effectively with it when 
we deal with individual student differences in schools' students  While cultural diversity 
may or may not have importance in other areas, in terms of learning in schools it is 
educationally irrelevant.  Gender, race, ethnicity, etc. are irrelevant when it comes to 
learning.  All human beings possess a great capacity to learn.  Few ever get the 
opportunity to approach their capacity.   
 
While extensive efforts are going on in schools to deal with educationally irrelevant 
diversity, the system is ignoring the diversity that is absolutely critical to learning.  Any 
group, whether racial, gender, age or other category that includes millions has as much 
diversity within it as any other such group.  It is not the between group differences that 
we need to address (also known as stereotypes), but individual student differences that 
are critical to all students.   
 
All of the present educational focus on group differences misses the point completely.  
From a learning perspective it matters not what group a student belongs to.  It is their 
individual uniqueness that must be recognized and addressed.  No two human beings 
are alike.  Developing instructional programs to deal with racial, gender, ethnic, etc. 
differences misses the point.  It serves to set up still another dysfunctional structure for 
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learning.  Ironically, it succeeds in serving to reinforce stereo types that should have 
been discarded long ago. 
 
It is interesting to note that the highest achievement scores nationally for any group do 
not belong to public, private or parochial school students.  For the past decade they 
have consistently belonged to the home schooled students.  Their parents lack anything 
like the resources of public schools.  Public schools spend hundreds of billions each 
year.  Teachers have college and graduate degrees and state teaching certifications.  
Given all of the advantages of public schools, what can explain the superior academic 
results gained by parents?  Many of them possess high school diplomas as terminal 
degrees.  I pondered this question and found the answer.  I have two children.  They 
were both raised in the same place by the same parents.  Both are ethnically, religiously 
and sociologically the same.  None the less, they are each unique individuals and I have 
always treated them accordingly.  Any parent of two or more children will immediately 
know exactly what I mean. 
 
Parents would never give their child a book that was clearly too difficult or too easy.  We 
adjust our requirements to the needs of our children.  Parents don’t see their children as 
members of a group.  They see them as individuals.   
 
Presently the entire educational system is structured almost completely by grade levels.  
Student placement is by grade level.  Curriculum, materials, tests and assessments, 
expectations – virtually everything is set up/structured by grade levels.  Students are 
required to work at the level of their grade rather than the level at which they are ready 
to function and learn.  This universal pre-K – 12 structure serves none well.    
 
Let me be clear at the outset.  I do not advocate getting rid of the present grade level 
structure.  I want to keep age peers together.  What we do in those grade levels at least 
in some critical areas, will be quite different from the one size fits all group work done 
now. 
 

Language the first essential curriculum 
 

Language is the common denominator for all other learning 
 
If all the stereotypical group differences currently in vogue in education (and all too 
many other places) are irrelevant from a learning point of view, what differences are 
relevant?   
 
There are two that override all others: level of language achievement and character 
development.  We will deal with the language variable first. 
 
Close to 100% of students who are failing are language deficient.  They do not possess 
a level of language sufficient to understand the instruction they are receiving. Their 
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reading scores are below their grade levels.  This single factor is the primary cause of 
most academic failure which in turn is the cause of most discipline problems and drop 
outs.  The standard curriculum includes a variety of subjects:  language arts, social 
studies, science, mathematics, physical education, music, art, etc.  The first four are 
usually considered the "core curriculum" and given generally equal weight and 
importance.  This must be reconsidered. 
 
When we look at school curricula, they are generally viewed as ends or standards, 
"what" is to be learned.  Language, however, is not only an outcome or end, but also a 
means.   
 
Language Arts, Social St., Science. Math, Phys Ed, Music, Art, Etc.     (ENDS)  

Language Arts      (MEANS) 
 
Since the mission of an effective school is excellence and equity in student 
achievement, the first question for all education should be, “What do all students need 
to learn?”  Language is the means to learn all other curriculum.  It is the common 
denominator for all cognitive learning, thinking and communication.  Therefore, 
language arts is the most important curriculum.   
 
Many school systems still use I Q tests. It is still widely believed by many educators and 
others that that I Q is fixed – stays the same throughout life.  This belief is false.  Verbal 
I Q tests are nothing more than reading tests.  We know that they correlate .9 or higher 
on all of the other standardized tests in these test batteries.  Further, if you see the 
record of a student whose reading score has improved over time and then look at his I 
Q score you will see that it has improved as well. 
 
My "ability" to learn in school will be no greater than my present level of language 
achievement.  If you want to increase my "ability" to learn, teach me more language.  As 
my language achievement rises, my "ability" to learn increases.  All learning, thinking, 
and communication are a function of language and are facilitated and/or limited by my 
present level of language achievement. 
 
The truth of the above is as self-evident as it is monumental in its implications for 
restructuring the educational system.  If  have low language achievement, it makes no 
sense to give them one period of language arts and 6 or 7 periods of other subjects for 
which they do not yet have the necessary language to be able to learn.  This structure 
has failure built in.  It is also the single greatest cause of discipline problems, 
attendance problems and dropouts.  Would you stay in a school when 80 percent or 
more of what was being taught was in language you did not understand?  This is a 
genuine form of unintended child abuse. 
 
Let me be very clear here.  I am not just talking about the millions of foreign speaking 
immigrants that enter our country each year.  There are many more millions of native 
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born English speaking students whose language is deficient for the levels of work they 
are required to understand and perform.  For them School is daily frustration and failure, 
behavior problems, and dropping out.  Even those who squeak through with poor 
grades are not educated.  Mastery is the only valid criteria for learning.  By mastery I 
mean 100 percent understanding.  By this standard we are lucky if ten percent of our 
population qualify as educated. 
 
When I was a new junior high school teacher in the South Bronx, I remember going to 
the chairmen of my social studies department and telling him that four of my five 8th 
grade social studies classes didn't understand the textbook, curriculum materials, etc.  
Their language skills tested from second to fourth-grade.  His response was, "that's the 
required curriculum and that's what you teach."  So, for a full year, I taught the required 
curriculum and for a full year my students did not learn.  This is a classic case of 
confusion of 1) ends and means, and 2) priorities. 
 
Curriculum and instruction are means.  They have too often become their own ends.  
Learning is the end.  In and of themselves, curriculum and instruction have no value.  
Unless they result in learning (the end, product), they are worse than useless.  They 
become the means to failure, discouragement, poor self-image, dropping out, poverty, 
drug and alcohol abuse, family problems, crime, etc.  From an economic point of view, 
failure and/or low achievement cause low productivity. 
 
My junior high school story is also a clear case of inappropriate priorities.  The needs of 
the curriculum, the eighth grade state tests, the system and the state syllabus were 
placed ahead of the needs of the child.  Schools exist to meet the needs of children.  
Children do not exist to meet the school's need.  Nor do children exist to meet the needs 
of business or of the state (i.e. Fascism).  Indeed the state exists to meet the needs of 
the child.  Ironically, what meets the needs of our students will best meet the needs of 
business and the state. 
 
Therefore, our first concern in the curriculum must be the language arts program.  
Language arts curriculum must be clearly defined in terms of what is to be learned.  
What essential knowledge in language must all students master to be successful not 
only in school but throughout their lives?  Until vital language achievement is in place, 
curriculum improvement should prioritize language arts.  Schools must have a language 
arts program that can meet the needs of all students when they enter every class, 
whatever reading level they may be, regardless of grade.   
 
Language instruction should be on each child’s present functional level (i e current 
independent reading level) regardless of their grade level or age.  For example, a sixth 
grade child reading at a first grade level should be taught at a first grade level, not a 
sixth. Instruction in language or any other subject above the first grade level will 
inevitably result in frustration, failure and discipline problems. 
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Provision should be made for greater time allocation to language instruction on an as 
needed basis.   Students should receive as much instruction in language as they need 
to function in anything else the school requires them to learn.   
 
Some students need language immersion - language arts instruction all day.   
 
Time allocations for language instruction must be driven only by student needs, not 
Carnegie units, grade levels, state tests, or the "school curriculum."  This single reform 
will result in dramatically improved student achievement and improved behavior. 
 
While all schools should allocate time as needed to language instruction, elementary 
schools should generally allocate much more time to language instruction.  The earlier 
and better students learn language, the faster and better they will learn everything else.  
We must stop requiring the impossible.  We have no right to require all students to meet 
our predetermined curriculum at predetermined time intervals and grade levels.  We 
must design curriculum to be able to meet the needs of all students at any time.  Time, 
grade level or age should not determine any student’s curriculum.  Student needs and 
nothing else should.  If student needs are not met, any other purposes are in vain.  First 
and foremost among these student needs is the need for each student to master 
language sufficient to function in all subjects and classes.  Presently we are putting 
millions of students into classes which require levels of language they have not yet 
achieved.   This causes all concerned, students, teachers, parents and community to 
lose.   
 
Each day we put millions students and teachers in the impossible position of trying to 
teach and learn material that is above students' present language level.  We also place 
many students in classes that are too easy for them. 
 
Our present system is analogous to a hospital emergency room that can't help a patient 
coming in with a badly bleeding wound because this is 1:00 a.m. and at 1:00 a.m. we 
only treat infectious diseases.  Time now drives school programs.  You get one year to 
master high school biology, whether you need it or not.  When student needs drive 
curriculum, you will finish biology when you demonstrate mastery of specified 
knowledge/skills.  Some students may take half of a year.  Others may take a year and 
a half.  We know that students learn at different rates.  It makes no sense therefore to 
require that they all learn at the same rate.  When we require the impossible, we 
shouldn't be surprised by failure.  In fact, some students don't need thirteen years for 
our present K-12 program.  Some can cover it in ten.  Others need fifteen.  Needs of 
students should drive time allocations for learning, not arbitrary time frames set up for 
the convenience of the bureaucratic system.   
 
It should be noted that in a redesigned more effective curriculum, virtually all students 
will progress much faster than they do now.  We are therefore really talking about 
speeding up learning for all.  Thus greater language achievement will empower students 
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to greater achievement across the board in all subjects with less time, work and other 
resources.  Language is the most empowering knowledge for all learning and therefore 
the most important subject. 
 
The sequence of instruction is vital here and must always ensure mastery of 
prerequisite language before requiring language dependent subjects.  When we require 
students whose language is deficient to learn things that are clearly above their present 
language level, we require the impossible and make failure inevitable.  This is 
analogous to teaching geography in English to a child who only speaks French:  failure 
is built in and unavoidable.  Such a student needs English immersion for as long as it 
takes to bring his language up to the speed required by the rest of the curriculum. 
 
The 2000 census indicated that one million immigrants came to New York City between 
1990 and 2000.  Tens of thousands of non-English speaking students from all over the 
world entered the public schools.  What typically happens to these students is driven by 
"the system" as it presently exists.  Some get one period per day of English as a 
Second Language (ESL).  They spend the other seven periods not learning in their 
other classes.  They don't need biology, Shakespeare or American History.  They need 
English.  Restructured schools should meet their needs:  English immersion.  They 
should stay in English immersion until they master English at a level sufficient to 
succeed in biology, Shakespeare, American History.  To put them into these classes 
without the necessary language is once again to build in failure.  There is no reason 
basic concepts in science, social studies, etc. can't be taught in these language classes 
- always at language levels appropriate to students. 
 
Where numbers of foreign speaking students are small, school districts and/or 
intermediate units should set up language immersion centers so students from various 
schools/districts can receive this essential language instruction.  Limited English 
Proficiency (LEP) students are functionally learning disabled as long as their English 
Proficiency is limited.  They should be immersed in English until their proficiency is not 
limited.  Putting them in classes they can't understand guarantees failure. 
 
True mastery of any academic subject is totally predicated and dependent on prior 
mastery of necessary language.  For example, ninth grade biology requires at least a 
ninth grade reading level. 
 
An equally destructive practice occurs for millions of other students whose achievement 
level is above the level of the work they are required to do.  These students waste time 
and are bored by school.  While they may ultimately graduate, there achievement is far 
less than it could be.  It is equally important that the system provide them with the same 
consistent opportunity to learn as those who are behind.  This book will describe means 
to empower all students to learn.  Specific means, strategies, materials etc. will be 
described. 
 



86 
 

Curriculum generally needs restructuring to meet the needs of all students.  The very 
existence of Gifted & Talented and other “special programs” is an indictment of the 
regular classroom curriculum which fails to meet their needs all day long.  When we pull 
these students out for one period a day to meet their needs, we then return them for 
seven periods that don't.  If the "regular" curriculum met their needs seven periods a 
day, or all day long, we wouldn't be pulling them out one period to meet their needs.   
 
We know from years of experience and observation that many students who get through 
elementary school subsequently drop out in middle or high school.  Elementary schools 
can help by reallocating time for language as needed.  Many secondary students drop 
out because their language achievement is insufficient for secondary curriculum.  Both 
elementary and secondary schools would be much more effective if elementary schools 
focused as much time and resources as needed on language.  None the less, 
secondary schools too must prioritize language as needed by their students for learning 
to occur.   
 
Essentially the present structure of schools requires students to adjust to the needs of 
the school.  “This is the sixth grade curriculum” or "we've got Carnegie units for you.  
Take it or leave it."  This is backwards.  We are the trained, paid professionals.  It is our 
responsibility to meet the needs of the students.  The schools must reorganize the 
language arts curriculum first to meet those individual needs.  When that is done, the 
schools will progress in all other areas which are dependent on language development. 
 

Understanding and dealing with student differences in language development 
 
The failure to deal with (often failure to even recognize) individual student differences in 
language achievement is by far the single most destructive structural practice in 
education.   
 
A way to illustrate this is to consider language or reading levels of students in the same 
class.  It is typical for teachers to have students in the same class with widely varied 
reading levels.   
 
Example: Ms. Smith’s 5th grade class has 25 students at 7 different reading levels: 
 

     Number of      Reading 
      Students    Grade Levels 

2   1st 
3   2nd 
6   3rd 
4   4th 
5   5th 
3   6th 
2   7th 
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The teacher of this class typically teaches the entire 25 students at the 5th grade reading 
level.  20 students will thus be frustrated by work that is too hard for them while 5 will be 
bored by work that is too easy.  80% of the students will not learn.  Only 5 students who 
are reading at the fifth grade level will receive instruction on an appropriate level.  Even 
these 5 will learn far less than they could because of the discipline problems that will 
inevitably occur with the 20 who are not engaged in learning.   
 
Common practice in reading is to put students into groups for Basil Readers and/or 
other reading programs.  This is an attempt to deal with differences but is ineffective.  
Group differences by definition are not individual student differences. The above class 
would need 7 groups.  The same is true for mathematics.  Grouping is an insufficient 
response to dealing effectively with individual student levels.  Even within these small 
groups there will still be individual differences that are not addressed.   
 
Beyond the differences in levels within each group, students progress at different rates.  
Indeed each individual student’s rate of learning will change throughout his life.  The 
more a student learns, the more quickly he is able to learn. 
 
Most instruction in reading and mathematics occurs in groups or whole classes at a time 
and ignores these critical differences in student levels of language achievement and 
rates of learning.   
 
The critical areas of language and mathematics are both sequential.  They proceed 
from simple to complex.  The sequential nature of mathematics is obvious and will not 
be described here.   
 
The sequential nature of language is illustrated by the frequency of use of vocabulary.  
More frequently used vocabulary must be learned before less frequently used.  The less 
frequently used words are learned in the context of those more frequently used.  For 
example, the word “door” is more frequently used than “entrance” or “exit” and therefore 
should be learned first. 
 
Indeed all of learning proceeds from simple to complex.  Each time a concept is learned 
it becomes context for learning new concepts. 
 
Individual student differences might be further illustrated thus: 
 
K = Known word 
 
? = Unknown word 
 
Student 1 has the strongest vocabulary; he knows 9 of 10 words: 
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K K K K K K ? K K K. 
 
In the above sentence for example, 9 known words surround 1 unknown.  The meaning 
of the unknown word can be learned from the context of the 9 known words.  Since the 
student knows 90 percent of the language he is reading, he can usually learn the new 
language easily without help.  This is the student’s independent learning level. 
 
Student 2 has a lower vocabulary level; he knows 7 of 10 words: 
 
K K K K ? ? K K ? K. 
 
Since student 2 knows only 70% of the words he is reading, he will find learning 3 
unknowns much more difficult.  This is called the student’s instructional learning level.  
With the assistance of a teacher he may learn but usually at a much slower rate, with 
difficulty.  All too frequently, he will become frustrated and give up.  Over time, many do. 
 
Student 3 has the weakest vocabulary; he knows only 3 of 10 words: 
 
K ? ? K ? ? ? ? K ? 
 
Student 3 knows only 30% of the words he is reading; he will not be able to learn the 7 
unknown words from this context.  This is the student’s frustration level.  Even with a 
teacher he cannot learn.   
 
The three illustrate three different levels of language development.  To instruct them all 
on the same level means at least 2 of the three will not learn.  (Of course they can all be 
instructed on an inappropriate level in which none learn, a common situation, especially 
in secondary schools.)   
 
Even students with the same approximate reading level will need to learn some different 
vocabulary and different comprehension processes.  The above only begins to consider 
critical differences in students’ present levels and skills of comprehension. 
 
Failure to deal effectively with student differences guarantees frustration or boredom for 
the overwhelming majority of students and, due to discipline problems so created, 
substantially reduces learning for the rest as well.  There is no gray area on this.  Either 
we recognize and deal with these individual student differences or we don’t.  
Unfortunately they are rarely recognized and dealt with in the present pre K – 12 
structured school system. 
 
Since basic skills in language (and to an important extent mathematics) are the 
necessary perquisites for mastery of the rest of the curriculum.  Failure in this area 
insures failure across the academic board.  As long as students are required to use 
language that they don’t understand, failure and discipline problems will continue to be 
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the results.  In schools we hear things like “he failed biology.”  Nine times out of ten he 
did not fail biology.  He never got to the biology but actually failed the English necessary 
to learn biology. By far the most common cause of failure is language deficiency.  The 
present system does not begin to cure this correctable cause. 
 

Solution 1 for language deficiency: effective individualized instruction  
 
EFFECTIVE INDIVIDUALIZED INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAMS RECOGNIZE AND 
ADDRESS THREE LEVELS OF LEARNING:  
 
INDEPENDENT LEVEL, 
 
INSTRUCTIONAL LEVEL 
 
FRUSTRATION LEVEL 
 
In the section on student differences in language development I previously considered 3 
different students with 3 different learning (i. e. language) levels.   
 
Student # 1 recognized 9 of 10 words. This is a ratio of 9 to 1 known to unknown. 
 
Student # 2 recognized 7 of 10 words. This is a ratio of 7 to 3 known to unknown. 
 
Student # 3 recognized 3 of 10 words. This is a ratio of 3 to 7 known to unknown. 
 
We can also see that each student can be faced by any and all of these three levels in 
various situations.  When he is working on material in which (like student # 1) he 
recognizes 9 of 10 words he is working at his independent learning level.  At this level 
he can learn without a teacher.  Unknowns are presented at a rate that allows him to 
figure them out on his own.   
 
We could give student # 1 material on a more difficult level in which he would recognize 
7 of 10 words.  At this level he can learn with difficulty with the help of a teacher.  This is 
his instructional learning level.  He cannot learn this material on his own, but with the 
help of a teacher he might. 
 
We could also give student # 1 material on a much more difficult level at which he 
recognizes only 3 of 10 words.  This is his frustration level.  At this level he cannot learn 
the material even with the help of a teacher. 
 
In fact all of us have three learning levels throughout life.  Today, with my 6 graduate 
degrees, there are things I can learn on my own, things I need a teacher to learn, and 
things I can’t learn even with a teacher.   
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Many individualized programs either fail or are less effective than they could be 
because they do not recognize and deal with this reality.  An individualized instructional 
program must maintain work for each student at their independent learning level so that 
they can progress individually at their own pace.  The program must also provide for 
raising the difficulty level for each student as his or her independent level rises. 
 
For an individualized program to work, each student must consistently be given work at 
his independent level so that he can learn on his own.  The teacher becomes a tutor 
and coach to assist individual students as needed.   
 
Even though they can learn independently at this level they will still need teacher 
assistance from time to time. The subsequent tutoring will be aimed a specific learning 
needs of each student tutored.  Because they work on their independent levels (where 
the ratio of knowns to unknowns is very high) the teacher is a resource who can assist 
students as needed.  Many individualized programs have failed because they give 
students work on their instructional level where they must have a teacher to learn or on 
their frustration level where they can’t learn even with a teacher.  When this happens, 
teachers cannot manage the many differences in the class and the process breaks 
down.  Failure to maintain independent learning levels for all students is the reason so 
many individualized programs have failed.   
 
This independent level must be consistently monitored for each student because it will 
rise as the student works in the program.  If it is not adjusted to a more difficult level as 
the student progresses, he will become bored.  Generally if a student is consistently 
getting 90 to 100% correct it is time to raise the level of his work. 
 
Instead of organizing language curriculum as we currently do by grade levels, it should 
be organized by readability levels.  For example, many schools have reading lists for 
students by grade levels.  There are lists of books for first grade, lists for second grade, 
etc.  These should be organized by difficulty levels.  The fifth grade class sited above 
would not have only 5th grade materials but materials for grade levels Pre K through 8 
and higher.  Ideally each language teacher should have access to Pre K – 12 reading 
materials so that they can provide these for any level of students as needed.  It is 
meaningless that the 25 students are in Ms. Smith’s 5th grade class from a learning 
point of view.  Functionally they are on 7 different grade/language levels and unless this 
fact is addressed appropriately there will be no learning for most and little for the rest.  
Sadly this is standard practice in almost 100 percent of classrooms every day in our 
country. 
 
Thus the scope and sequence of curriculum would have nothing to do with the grade 
level to which a student is assigned.  It instead presents a Pre K – 12 sequence in 
reading and mathematics and students are placed in that sequence at the individual 
level that they need.  They then proceed through the sequence at their own rate.  Their 
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rates tend to accelerate as they progress.  (Other areas of learning beyond reading and 
mathematics will be described in the ideal instructional program for all students below.) 
 
Some have said this will mean that some students will progress more slowly than 
others.  That is true of our present system.  In fact, in an appropriate system all students 
will progress consistently, which is now far from true.  It is also true that given time all 
will progress much faster and farther than in the present traditional structure.  The 
present structure not only fails those who are behind, but also holds back those that are 
ahead.  In a well structured individualized program each year I had some poor minority 
6th grade students reading on the 11th and 12th grade levels by June.  It should be noted 
that the programs I refer to were in the South Bronx, one of the poorest and most crime-
ridden areas of the country. 
 
I have extensive experience with this individualized structure in reading and have seen 
amazing growth in student achievement.  One boy came into my 6th grade class reading 
at the first grade level in September and left reading at the 6th grade level in June.  Such 
rapid progress, 3 to 5 years growth in reading, in an effective individualized program is 
quite possible for virtually all students regardless of the reading level at which they start.   
 
Unless and until  master the language necessary for various academic subjects, they 
are programmed for failure with all of its concomitant results – discipline problems, drop 
outs, family conflicts, and lives of economic and various other types of failure. 
 

Solution 2 for language deficiency: adjust instructional time allocations 
 
To see how unaligned the present structure of our educational system is to student 
needs consider the case of a student who enters the United States speaking no English.  
Most schools will give that student one period per day of English as a Second Language 
(ESL).  The other 7 periods the student is placed in academic classes in which he is 
completely lost.  The appropriate solution is English emersion.  When his English is 
sufficient he should be placed in academic classes.  To do so beforehand is to doom 
him to frustration and failure.  Millions of newcomers are presently spending most of 
their time in school learning very little and experiencing great systemically inflicted 
frustration and failure.   
 
Presently the system treats all areas of curriculum as if they are equal in importance.  
We know this since time is allocated equally to all the major academic areas.   Students 
in tenth grade for example get Science, Social Studies, English, Mathematics, and a 
variety of other subject areas all taught at about the tenth grade level.  Many students’ 
language levels are below tenth grade.  These students cannot master subjects taught 
at a language level above their own.  They become discipline problems, fail and drop 
out because it is impossible for them to handle the language required for each 
academic subject.  The school says they fail the subjects.  More accurately, they fail the 
English needed to understand the subjects.  Even more accurately, the school fails to 
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properly address their needs.  Students are not failing schools.  Schools are failing 
students.  
 
Instead of allocating classroom time by subject areas, the solution is to allocate 
classroom time on the basis of student need.  If a student is below grade in reading for 
example, he should receive reading instruction for as much time as needed to bring him 
up to grade level.  This can range from an extra period per day to all day. 
 
In secondary schools, reading instruction is usually given no time allocation.  Those who 
enter the present secondary school with deficient language are given no instruction at 
their level in this critical area aimed at improving their language and are doomed to fail 
before they begin.  Their teachers are also doomed to frustration and failure as well. 
 

Solution 3 for language and other learning deficiencies: technology 
 
I had the opportunity to serve as Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and 
instruction at a residential Special Education center with 2 schools totaling 300, about 
200 at the secondary level.  All of these had multiple “learning disabilities.”  These 
included: 
1. ADHD: Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
2. Dyslexia: Inability to read 
3. Dysgraphia: Inability to write 
4. Dyscalculia: Inability to do mathematics 
5. Behavioral disorders 
6. Auditory deficits  
7. Combinations of the above. 
These problems have plagued teachers and students for decades, seemingly 
insurmountable.  Technology, with the right training and individualized software (i e 
curriculum/programs), virtually eliminated most of these problems as blocks to learning. 
 
Computers as Teaching and Learning Tools 
 
As mankind progresses, the more technological cultures have far outstripped the less in 
innovation dissemination and increases in new knowledge.  Presently we are going 
through an unprecedented technological revolution that is increasing knowledge at a 
blurring rate of speed.  The most important aspect of this revolution from an educator’s 
perspective is the incredible teaching and learning tools that are now available.  (It also 
creates a critical need to sort knowledge into priorities for learning since there is far 
more than can be learned by anyone.  This will be dealt with below.) 
 
A friend of mine was an assistant principle whose 11th grade son was severely dyslexic 
and dysgraphic.  School for him was an excruciatingly painful and boring source of 
frustration and failure.  He was seen as a lower than average student and in fact failed 
many subjects.  
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His father told me he had bought the boy a computer and was amazed at his change in 
attitude and behavior.  Using the word processor he was able to write and spell and now 
enjoyed writing.  He loved doing research on the Internet, which provided him with easy 
and unlimited access to information.  His computer also came with a calculator that he 
used constantly.  His whole attitude toward learning turned 180 degrees. 
 
I thought, “what if we could generalize?”  Many of our students at the special education 
center struggled painfully with handwriting.  They were dysgraphic to a severe degree.  I 
suggested to one teacher who frequently complained that her students hated writing 
that she bring them to the computer lab.  I would go with her to work with them.  They 
had basic computer skills and easily learned basic word processing.  The entire class 
demonstrated clear writing on the computer.  They used different fonts, colors and 
inserted graphic illustrations.  Their intensely negative attitude towards writing turned 
completely around.  They were incredibly proud of their clear writing.  They asked to 
have it posted in the class and outside in the halls.  They took it home for family visits to 
show their families.  While they had previously resisted the teacher‘s efforts to get them 
to write, they now nagged her to let them go to the computers to write. 
 
I suggested to all of our teachers that they use Microsoft Word as our basic writing 
program.  Many did.  Given the positive feedback from teachers who have, I believe 
soon all will.  In addition to compensating for handwriting inability, spell check provides 
compensation for inability to spell.  Both” disabilities” disappear.  Functionally, for all 
intents and purposes, they are “cured.”   
 
William Glasser would say the “learning disabilities” never existed.  They were caused 
by the limited ways in which the traditional educational system required (allowed) 
students to write.  Once they were allowed to use the computer to write, their “disability” 
ceased to exist.  Glasser coined the term “teaching disability” to replace the ‘learning 
disability” label currently misapplied to millions of American students.  These millions of 
students are denied the power to learn by a system that insists they learn in ways they 
are not able while denying them the opportunity to learn in other ways in which they are 
able that are readily available.  More about teaching disabilities later. 
 
The individualized reading program described earlier got phenomenal results with 
books.  Technology, with the appropriate software and training, offers the opportunity to 
get even better results faster and with less effort on the part of both students and 
teachers.  The ability to deal with individual student differences increases exponentially.  
Since it has the ability to maintain student engagement in learning beyond anything we 
ever had before, it also provides the possibility to increase class size while getting 
greater student achievement and lowering costs.  More about this later. 
 

TEACHER: A PERSON WHO EMPOWERS OTHERS TO LEARN. 
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Subsequently they also were allowed to use the computer for reading and mathematics.  
The excellent software now available on the computers enables each student to work at 
their own rate and their own level.  The computer is multi modal.  It is visual, auditory 
and tactile.  If a student has a block in one of these learning modes, the computer 
consistently provides two other alternatives for students to learn.  Instead of teaching to 
their weaknesses thus producing frustration, failure and discipline problems, it provides 
alternative methods to learn that produce successful achievement and concomitant 
improved behavior.  Students who are engaged in learning are not discipline problems. 
 
Even those ADHD students who “couldn’t sit still” were successfully engaged in 
learning. 
 
When I hear these described as unable to sit and learn, I always respond with a 
question I learned from Bill Glasser.  “Can they sit and play a video game?”  The 
answer is always yes.  The obvious conclusion is that they need engaging activities in 
order to sit still and learn.  When what we teach them is not engaging (i e frustrating), 
we conclude that they can’t learn.  We need to change our methods to those that work.  
The real disability here once again is in the system, specifically the conventional 
teaching methods.   
 
Virtually all of these Special Education students demonstrated consistent ability to stay 
on task in reading, writing and mathematics while using the computers.  They never had 
done this before.  The fact that they were succeeding at learning was highly 
motivational to them.   
 
We can generalize further.  These “learning disabilities” are virtually universal in the 
general student population.  Virtually all have one or more of these disabilities to some 
degree.  The technology works equally well for all of them. 
 

Television and Media as Instructional Tools 

 
Most educators have a low opinion of television.  Unfortunately it is well deserved.  Most 
of what is on ranges from trivial and useless to destructive and harmful.  At the same 
time, we must concede the engaging power of this media.  We should not allow the 
abuse and misuse of the media to obscure its potential for teaching and learning.   
 
Many years ago my pre-school child watched Sesame Street regularly.  Interestingly, he 
was a very active boy who was easily engaged in that show.  He learned to count to 
100, all of the alphabet, vowels and consonants, a long list of sight words and more all 
form watching TV.   
 
I also had an experience once with a friend who never liked history (I have 2 masters 
degrees in history and have taught it).  It happened that PBS was running a seven night 
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series on the civil war.  It included music, pictures, letters from soldiers, Etc.  To my 
amazement, my friend enjoyed all seven nights as much as I did.  I have also seen 
videos like one with Franklin Roosevelt discussing the new deal.  These media 
presentations are clearly more engaging than print for most people.  Once again 
technology, properly used, offers us powerful teaching and learning tools.  We should 
maximize their use in teaching.   
 
I have my own definition of teaching: The act of empowering others to learn.  
Computers and media are extremely empowering to virtually all.  Of course whatever 
increases student achievement is also empowering to teachers. 
 
Note on the often-heard fear that computers will dehumanize by drastically reducing 
human interaction.  In fact we are observing increased human interaction through such 
things as email and drastically increased ability to write through word processing.  
Increased learning empowers students to develop more and better relationships. 
 
What does dehumanize students is illiteracy, ignorance and failure.  The current system 
produces an abundance of all three. 
 
With a few possible exceptions, textbooks for the most part are passé.  In addition to the 
media discussed above, electronic books are becoming common.  They are far cheaper 
than textbooks, allow for interactive learning, and often contain links to related websites.   
 

The problem with homework 

 
Of all the problems schools face, perhaps none are more ubiquitous than those caused 
by present homework practices.  Homework is a consistent source of problems for 
students, teachers and parents.  Countless arguments occur every evening in homes 
across America.  The primary cause of this is assignment of homework that is not on 
the student’s independent learning level.  Thus students and parents conflict when the 
child cannot do homework that is above his independent or readiness language level.  
Frequently both parents and the students resent the school for assigning homework that 
he can’t do causing alienation of home and school. 
 
These evening arguments are followed each morning by countless conflicts in 
classrooms between students and teachers when the homework is not handed in or 
submitted in an unacceptable form.  These conflicts further alienate students and 
teachers and build a negative attitude toward the school, the teacher and the subject in 
question. 
 
Even worse, when students are confronted with an impossible requirement, they 
frequently chose to copy the homework of others rather than face the consequences of 
failing to meet the impossible requirement.  This “cheating” is a survival tactic.  
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Nonetheless, the school is inadvertently promoting cheating in this process.  Of course 
when we catch them “cheating” on their homework we punish them for the problem that 
we created.  This usually includes notifying parents, further adding to the conflict at 
home and alienation of both student and parent from school. 
 

We need to look at this “cheating” issue.  It raises a serious moral question.  Who has 
greater responsibility for this act?  Is it the child who is trying to survive an impossible 
and unfair requirement or the adult, paid, trained professional who creates the 
impossible requirement? (Obviously there are genuine cases of laziness causing 
cheating. But this is not one of those.) 
 
This chronic problem has chronic causes.  The primary cause for these problems is that 
homework is frequently assigned beyond the individual student’s independent learning 
level.  This means students cannot do the homework without help.  Typically the only 
possible source of this help is parents.  They are frequently both working and very 
fatigued when they get home at night.  Some parents are themselves not able to do the 
homework.  Some parents are simply not there for their children.  Ironically, the parent 
who is willing and able in fact does most homework done with “parent help.”  Students 
get little or nothing out of it even though they hand it in. 
 
The solution to these problems is to assign homework only at the independent learning 
level of each student so that they can do it themselves.  When programs are 
individualized this is easily done.  When they are not, the teacher must take extra care 
to ensure they are not assigning the impossible to any student thus unleashing the 
inevitable destructive consequences enumerated above. 
 
There is a secondary cause of homework problems, most typically found at the 
secondary level where inordinate amounts of homework assigned are common.  Most 
secondary teachers have no idea how much homework is being required from the 
students’ other 6 or 7 teachers each day.  All too often it is a lot.  When 6 or 7 teachers 
require a lot of homework at the same time, even if it is at the appropriate level for all 
students (which it almost never is), most of them rebel at the excessive amount. 
 
The solution here is for secondary schools to coordinate the amount as well as the 
levels of homework assigned by each teacher each day. 
 
Ironically, if the six hours a day devoted to classroom work were as effective as it could 
be, with no homework at all student achievement would be off the charts.  Homework is 
a band-aid for a failing system that provides six hours a day of mediocre and ineffective 
instruction for most students.  Homework is not the problem to begin with, and therefore 
not the solution.  Nonetheless these two solutions may diminish the negative impact of 
homework and make it of some possible value to students.   
 
As noted earlier, problems with homework are chronic in schools.  Glasser says 
mandatory homework should be eliminated.  Any homework assigned should be 
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voluntary.  I agree.  Make the system work efficiently and homework will be 
unnecessary.  If we make efficient use of the student’s time in schools to significantly 
increase learning, homework would be a nonissue.  We should spend our time and 
energy getting results from the six hours  spend each day under our direct influence 
before we concern ourselves with their after school time over which we have very little 
influence.   
 
Given the tremendous structural inefficiency presently in our schools, this is where our 
focus should be.  This is the cause of low achievement, not homework or lack thereof.  
Given all the problems surrounding homework, it is not the answer to significantly 
improving student achievement. 
 

Individualized instruction for inclusion 
 
Presently we spend many times as much on special education students than others.  
Results in terms of achievement have been more than disappointing.  The creation of 
special education programs is caused by the failure of the regular program to meet the 
needs of these students.  The solution is not to create a separate program but to 
improve the regular program so that it works for these students as well as all of the 
others.   
 
Schools all across the country are struggling with how to include special education 
students in regular classes.  To date, few are claiming a significant degree of success.  
It is true that a very small percentage of special education students are so severely 
disabled that inclusion may not be practical for them.  None the less, for the 
overwhelming majority it is absolutely possible.  In a good individualized program 
inclusion of special education students is a non-issue.  They are just more individuals, 
each working at their own level and rate.  While they frequently are discipline problems 
in regular classes using group instruction, they behave fine when they are successfully 
engaged in learning at their own level and rate just like other students in an effective 
individualized program.  Such a program will not only accomplish the goals of inclusion 
but also improve academic achievement and the social/emotional development of 
special education students and at the same time decrease costs as they are taught in 
regular classes. 
 
In fact, an individualized program provides an effective IEP (individual educational 
program as required by federal law for all special education students).  Unlike present 
IEP’s in special education, these individualized programs work.  The IEP concept is 
sound.  Its implementation has been a dismal failure in virtually all special education 
settings.  Any special education teacher or administrator knows they are a frightful 
waste of time.  As one who has taught special education students and administered 
special education programs, I speak first hand on this.  They involve all kinds of 
meetings and time to develop annually.  Upon conclusion, they are invariably put into a 
file till the next annual IEP is to be developed.   
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A good individualized instructional program provides an effective IEP in language, 
mathematics, and other curriculum for all students, not just those in special education.  
For example, a pre K – 12 reading program will: 
1. Lay out all that is to be learned in reading sequentially 
2. Place each student in it according to their independent learning level 
3. Move them up through the program as they master each level  
4. Keep them in the program until full 12th grade reading mastery 
 
This IEP will not have to be planned and developed for each student each year.  This 
will involve identifying what all students must learn in reading and laying it out in a total 
program.  It will be planned for all students throughout their pre K – 12 program.  
Individual students will simply be placed according to their reading levels regardless of 
the grade they are in.  Thus any grade level class can have readers at all kinds of 
different levels.   
 
An individualized (IEP) mathematics program will work the same way.  Indeed, all 
curricula must identify what knowledge and skills are essential for all students to learn 
and lay out a pre – K -12 sequence for students to master. 
 

Individualized instruction and class size for cost effectiveness 
 
A great debate is raging over class size.  Many believe that the key to improving student 
achievement is to reduce class size.  The rationale for smaller class sizes is the 
intention of more individual attention for students.  While this sounds good, the practical 
reality is that reducing class size from 25 to 20 or 23 to 19 does not provide significantly 
more individual attention for each student.  Smaller classes doing the same things as 
before are still group work.   
 
With the escalating cost of public education this is obviously a very expensive solution.  
It is probably the most expensive of current reform ideas.  Even if resources are 
available (which they are not), smaller classes in and of themselves will not address 
individual needs nearly as well as a good individualized program.   
 
While working in an intermediate school in the South Bronx with an individualized 
program as described above, I sometimes had 5 classes of as many as 38 students.  
I’m not advocating that number, but the fact is the individualized program worked in very 
large classes.  Reducing class size is an effort to deal with individuals, but still in a 
group process, albeit smaller groups.  Other things being equal, it may at least be 
arguable (though not clearly proven despite years of research) that smaller class size is 
more effective than larger.  Nonetheless, the possible amount of benefit is minimal 
without individualizing instruction.  Class size is not the critical variable in determining 
how effectively each student’s needs are met.  Individualized instruction is the most cost 



99 
 

effective strategy to improve student achievement.  It will cost far less and improve 
student achievement far more than decreasing class size.  See failed policy VI. 
 
A note on individualized instructional programs.  Many efforts to implement 
individualized programs have failed because teachers could not manage the variety of 
different levels.  Appropriate training and program materials are the critical factors here.  
They must provide the teacher and the student with easy to use and manage resources.  
A well structured individualized program is actually much easier to implement than 
group work because it is far more engaging to students and results not only in higher 
achievement for all students but the concomitant good behavior and lack of discipline 
problems that always accompanies successful learning.  It should be noted that I 
usually saw increases in reading of 3 to 5 years in a single year while working with 
minority students in a highly impoverished area 
 
Note.  Some teachers believe that individualized programs can be “dehumanizing” 
because they stunt social growth by cutting down student interaction.  The only 
programs that need to be individualized are reading, writing and mathematics.  All the 
rest can be group programs as well as lunch, after school, weekends, summers and 
holidays.  In fact individualized instructional programs improve student discipline and 
result in better social behavior.  It is failure and consistent frustration that is 
dehumanizing and presently rampant in our schools. 
 
While the above has been and can be accomplished rather easily and effectively with 
traditional materials, it is even easier and more effective with computers.  See Solution 
3 for language and other learning deficiencies  
 

SCHOOL REFORM CAN WORK 
 
The damage done by endless mandates (most unfunded) is incalculable.  Resources 
needed to pursue improvement are being diverted to comply with mandates that people 
do not believe in and will not commit to or support.  Political fear intimidates most 
educators into compliance activities that they know are futile, but will at least temporarily 
defray state or federal wrath. 
 
Ever since “A nation at Risk” in 1982, state leadership in virtually every state has 
followed the lead of that report which recommended such measures as a longer school 
day, a longer school year, more required homework, etc.; all coercive measures.  
Certainly the states have extended the coercive strategies way beyond the 
recommendations of that report.  Of the literally hundreds of coercive strategies 
attempted over the past decade, not one can be shown to have been effective in 
bringing excellence to a single school. 
 
The best definition of insanity I have ever heard is to continue to do what obviously does 
not work and expect effective results. 
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Perhaps the greatest irony here is that the knowledge of how to deal effectively with 
these issues already exists.  W. Edwards Deming is not some remote philosopher.  His 
fourteen points are not a secret.  The reform effort could easily be put on track to 
success if state and federal authorities would simply try his methods.  After three 
decades plus of clear and obvious failure, what harm could it do? 
 
Deming’s ideas can be tested through historical observation.  The track record of his 
astonishing successes is well known and documented.   
 
We can also take each of the plethora of mandates already attempted (and the concept 
of mandates itself) and hold them up to his fourteen points.  Each can be seen to violate 
these proven management axioms.  Future plans could be effective if each proposal is 
held up to these criteria before action is attempted.  Those that are consistent should be 
implemented, while those that are inconsistent should be discarded. 
 
Training for educational leadership is currently the single most needed staff 
development program, although educational leaders, especially policy makers, are 
usually the last to receive training.  The higher up the bureaucracy we go, the less 
training is generally done.  Administrators are trained far less frequently than teachers.  
Boards of education are rarely trained and State Education Department personnel even 
less frequently.  The same educational leaders who will tell you that students should be 
lifelong learners generally see no need for continuing their own learning.  Ironically, 
Deming points out that successful change cannot occur without the support and 
leadership of those in charge. 
 
It is important to remember that most of our leaders are well meaning good people.  
They are simply stuck in an anachronistic bureaucratic paradigm, the origin of which 
goes back thousands of years (at least to ancient Egypt).  Excellence in our schools will 
not happen until our leadership abandons this dysfunctional paradigm of coercion and 
adopts a new paradigm of leadership.  Until then their policies will continue to destroy 
the system. 
 

The random curriculum 
 
The educational system is made up of numerous subsystems: curriculum, instruction, 
assessment, discipline, attendance, special services (guidance, psychological, etc.), 
financial, transportation, governance, etc.  All of these subsystems are important and 
affect the whole process of learning.  They interact and affect each other.  Thus any 
change, positive or negative, in any subsystem ripples throughout the entire system and 
impacts it in the same direction.  This interactive phenomenon is characteristic of all 
systems.  It is important for school improvement because it allows us to focus energy on 
specific parts or subsystems which can lead to improvement of the entire system.   
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Two subsystems in education are of greatest impact and therefore greatest importance: 
governance, including leadership and policy and curriculum are the two most important.  
These most importance subsystems are useful as levers to move the whole system.  
While this book attends to many aspects of leadership, its primary focus is on 
curriculum or program. 
 
Of all these subsystems the most important is curriculum.  What we want students to 
know and be able to do is the beginning of the educational process and everything we 
do is built on this foundation.  It delineates the ultimate goals of the system in terms of 
the “product” or learning we seek to impart.  Time allocations, instructional processes 
and materials, tests and assessments of all kinds, are chosen based on this subsystem.  
Curriculum concerns should also drive all of the other subsystems, since they are all 
support systems for learning. 
 
Despite this fact, curriculum is generally the weakest subsystem.  I call it the random 
curriculum.  It generally equals whatever individual teachers decide to teach each day.  
It is poorly defined, poorly coordinated, generally designed not to meet individual 
student levels and needs, and poorly organized across the Pre K – 12 structure.  (I 
might note that college and graduate school curriculum structures may even be worse.) 
 
Curriculum is further distorted by endless new state and federal mandates for including 
new subject matter.  The state never tells the system to delete anything.  Therefore the 
system is constantly on overload, trying to teach more than is possible in the timeframes 
available.  The old cliché applies.  When we do too many things, we do none of them 
well.  Quantity drives the system.  Covering content takes precedence over mastery.  
Content is not prioritized in terms of importance for meeting student needs, but in terms 
of subjects and grade levels.  This is a system designed by bureaucrats to serve 
bureaucratic convenience, not student needs. 
 
Consequently teachers and students constantly stress and struggle to “cover the 
content” in the impossible timeframe available.  Such considerations as relevance of 
content to student levels and needs as well as mastery are secondary at best.  Getting 
content covered is primary.  Think about it.  What we cover is paramount.  What 
students learn, how much and how well they learn – such considerations are far less 
important. 
 

Curriculum structured by grade levels 
 
Pre K – 12 curriculum is typically designed by grade levels.  When a student is in the 
first grade he gets first grade curriculum in language arts, social studies, mathematics, 
etc., in second grade he gets second grade curriculum, etc.  Materials at each grade 
level are typically on that level of difficulty.  So in 5th grade, students get mostly 5th 
grade materials to work on.  At the secondary level this is even more typical.  In fact in a 
9th grade class all students usually get 9th grade materials and often even higher levels.  
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If they are all ready for this level it can work fine.  If not (and it almost never is) we see 
frustration, boredom, discipline problems and failure.   
 
This has been the structure of curriculum for over 100 years.  It seems logical enough 
until we consider the needs of the students that the curriculum is supposed to meet.  
Any teacher will tell you that students in a typical class are at a variety of reading and 
mathematics levels and learn at different rates.  Yet the system treats them as if they all 
are at the same level and learn at the same rate.  Their class may all be at the 6th 
grade, but they are not all functioning on the 6th grade level.  In fact, most of them are 
not.  Most are below or above sixth grade in such critical areas as reading, writing and 
mathematics.  Making them all work at the same level, prepare for the same level tests, 
is absurd and serves none well.  It also makes teachers lives unduly stressful and 
difficult. 

 
An administrator’s job is to empower teachers to teach. 

 
An empowering principal 

 
My first principal was also my best principal.  He was a man far ahead of his time.  I was 
licensed and hired by the New York City public schools to teach social studies in a 6 – 8 
intermediate school in a high poverty area of the South Bronx.  Four of my five eighth 
grade classes were illiterate.  Most of the students reading levels were well below eighth 
grade.  All of my eighth grade social studies curriculum materials were on the eighth 
grade level.  My students could not read their materials.  My students spent most of 
their time in my classes in frustration.   
 
At the time I was doing a Teaching of Social Studies masters degree at City College.  I 
was allowed two electives and chose to do one in teaching reading.  I started using my 
new reading knowledge in my classes and the students responded very positively.  I 
took the second elective in reading and expanded my reading classroom activities.  The 
more I did it the more the students liked it and the more they learned. 
 
One day my principal came into my room unannounced to see me about something.  I 
was teaching reading instead of social studies as scheduled.  He observed this and 
said, “Are you teaching reading Mr. Kelly?” 
 
I said, “Yes sir I am.  The kids can’t read the eighth grade social studies materials and 
really get nothing out of them.” 
 
“Would you like to teach reading full time?” 
 
“Yes I would.  Maybe I can get a reading schedule next year.” 
 
“How about the rest of this year?” 
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“How can we change my schedule in the middle of the year?” 
 
To my surprise he said, “We won’t change your schedule.  It will still say social studies 
but you will teach reading.  That is what the students need.” 
 
My principal taught me that what matters is the needs of the, not the state curriculum. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
OVER RELIANCE ON MEMORY: THE SINGLE GREATEST PROBLEM 

 
“No one should ever be required to remember anything they can find in a book”  

Albert Einstein 
 

Recall memory vs. Recognition memory 
 
Of all the standard educational practices that cause teaching disabilities, none is more 
universal or destructive than over emphasis and over reliance on rote memorization.  
There is a raging debate about the importance of memory for learning that has been 
going on for a very long time.   
 
The belief that people can remember large amounts of details is false for all but a tiny 
minority of us.  I call this rote or RECALL MEMORY.  I have asked thousands of 
educators and others if they believe that they have good memories.  The overwhelming 
majority say no.  These are people with masters degrees and higher educational levels.  
They are not typical of the general population.  I have six graduate degrees including a 
Ph. D. and I also have a very weak recall memory.  Teachers create problems for 
themselves and their students with unnecessary and impossible recall memory 
requirements every day.   
 
Equally false is the view that we can improve our recall memory.  This is an organically 
based problem which is generally assumed to be remediable through various 
educational strategies.  Millions are spent annually in futile efforts to do the impossible.  
The great irony once again is that this form of memorization is not necessary and in fact 
by requiring it schools are causing poor achievement and student behavior, exactly the 
opposite of what they are intended to do. 
 
The problem is rooted in a misunderstanding of the nature of memory.  It is generally 
viewed as the ability to recall information.  In fact there is another dimension to memory 
that is much more important, useful and powerful, and easy for all of us.  I call this 
RECOGNITION MEMORY.  Recall memory requires us to remember details without 
cues.  While my own recall memory is extremely weak, my recognition memory is 
immense.  The real issue is not the importance of memory but which form of memory is 
important, RECALL VS. RECOGNITION. 
 
There is presently a movement in education called ”authentic assessment” which gets 
close to what needs to be done not only in testing and assessment, but also in 
instruction.  The premise for authentic assessment is quite sound.  Simply stated it is 
that assessment in school should be consistent with authentic activities in the real 
world.   
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Question: In the real world, when can we use a reference or textbook to solve a problem 
or answer a question? 
 
Answer: Any time we want.   
 
In fact, use of references by professionals is a sign of competence.  Fortunately the 
typical requirement of rote memory in school is virtually never required anywhere else 
outside of school.  While recall memory cannot be remediated or improved, there are 
numerous easy ways to compensate for this “weakness.”  A calendar can and does 
serve to stimulate memory that would otherwise be impossible for most of us most of 
the time.  There is no end to memory aids that we use in the real world every day: 
telephone number directories (now including the internet), address books, “to do” lists, 
references of every type etc.   
 
Recognition memory is where true learning resides.  Concepts enter this form of 
memory when we master or truly understand them.  Once in recognition memory, they 
stay there indefinitely.  All well-educated people have a vast recognition memory.  The 
overwhelming majority have minimal recall memory. 
 
In school, only recognition memory should be required as is the case virtually 
everywhere else.  This one change would remove the single greatest obstacle to 
learning (requiring students to do/remember what is impossible and unnecessary) and 
result in tremendously improved student achievement and behavior. 
 
Some students are able to “cram” for tests.  They can, through great effort, achieve 
short-term recall of a lot of facts long enough to get through a test.  Ask them the same 
questions after a little time and they remember almost nothing.  This is hardly real 
learning.  I was able to do this in chemistry, at least enough to get a “C.”  I “passed” 
chemistry.  In fact, from the perspective of genuine learning, I failed.  I remember 
literally nothing from chemistry now (except the horrible smells in chemistry labs).   
 
Every day schools across the nation engage in self defeating conventional practices 
that impede learning.  For Example, in my training I have asked literally thousands of 
educators the following questions and receive the same answer from at least 98% of 
them: 
 
Question: How many of you were required to memorize the capitols of all the states? 
Answer: Virtually all of them (The system is amazingly consistent for better or worse). 
 
Question: How many of you remember the capitols of all the states? 
Answer: virtually none of them. 
 
Question: How many of you care? 
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Answer: None. 
 
I ask the same questions for things like the parts of an ameba in biology, the geometric 
theorems in geometry, the periodic table in chemistry, the presidents in chronological 
order in social studies, etc. ad nauseam.   
 
The utter futility of these consistent requirements is amazing when we think about it.  
Every day in class after class this kind of ridiculous requirement is frustrating students 
and teachers and causing failure, cheating and other discipline problems.  Ironically this 
unnecessary problem could be stopped tomorrow without spending an additional dime. 
 
If we did nothing else but stop this destructive requirement of rote memory, student 
achievement, teacher effectiveness and morale would improve dramatically and student 
discipline problems would decrease significantly. 
 

AN EMPOWERING TEACHER 
 

A teacher’s is a person who empowers people to learn.  The best teacher I ever had 
was Dr. Frank Crowley in statistics at Fordham University.  He taught me so much more 
than statistics.  Of all the teachers I ever had he was the most empowering and taught 
me by example that a teacher is a person who empowers people to learn.   
 
When I decided I wanted to do a Ph. D. in psychology at Fordham University I was 
confronted with an anxiety provoking requirement.  All students had to pass a three 
course sequence in statistics as a required part of the program.   
 
By the time I began my Ph. D. I had learned to fear and dislike mathematics and 
considered my ability to learn it to be very limited.  Basic Algebra had been a complete 
mystery to me.  I barely got a 65 on the NYS regents and the teacher passed me with a 
“C” but I really understood none of it.  Strangely I did very well in Geometry and but for a 
simple miscalculation error I would have scored 100 on the NYS Geometry regents.  
Next year Intermediate Algebra convinced me that mathematics was not for me. 
 
I decided I would take the statistics courses first in case I just couldn’t get through them.  
If I failed, that would save me a lot of time, work and money and I could switch to a Ph. 
D. in history which I also liked very much and was confident I could succeed. 
 
The first statistics course was a nightmare. The teacher, like most statistics teachers, 
was algebraic in his approach.  On top of that we were required to memorize statistical 
formulas which I could not do and do extensive arithmetic calculations which were 
incredibly boring.  The teacher gave me something graduate students of the time 
referred to as “a gentleman’s C.”  I attended all the classes, worked very hard and never 
complained.  I understood almost none of the course. 
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After considering quitting the program I decided to give the second course a try.  I 
sought out a different teacher hoping that might make a difference.  It did.  He used 
several unconventional methods that increased my power to learn exponentially.   
 
1 He started the class by telling us that we did not have to memorize formulas in 
his class.  We could use our text book, any reference books from the library and our 
classroom notes any time we had a test or quiz.  He explained that any time we used 
statistics outside his class we could use them.  He saw no reason to limit their use in 
class.   
 
2 He further directed us to buy calculators (it was 1973 and use of calculators was 
not common) which we could also use on tests.  He stated that we all knew how to add, 
subtract, multiply and divide and there was no reason to have us spend endless hours 
doing that.   
 
3 All tests in his class were open book tests.  Calculators were to be used as well 
as references 
 
4 When he taught his classes he began presentation of each new statistical 
process algebraically staring with the formula just as the first professor did.  But instead 
of stopping there, he then presented it geometrically.  Each element in the formula was 
placed in a diagram on the blackboard.  I literally could now “see” the formula and 
understand it.  In fact, once I understood it geometrically, I no longer needed the 
diagram. 
 
I got an “A” in that course and so did almost all of the students.  I took the third course 
with Dr. Crowley and again succeeded.  Very few of Dr. Crowley’s students did not 
succeed.  More importantly I learned statistics.   
 
More accurately, I mastered statistics.  Once a concept is truly mastered, it enters our 
recognition memory and stays there forever.  Upon leaving graduate school I did not 
have occasion to use statistics again for twenty years.  Then one day the phone rang 
and it was from a school district that needed a statistical evaluation for a federal grant 
and was looking for someone to do it.  They offered $3,000.  I accepted without 
hesitation.  After 20 years I knew that I could do it because I had truly understood how. 
 
Empowering people to learn means removing obstacles to learning and allowing the use 
of learning tools.  Dr. Crowley is a model for all teachers.  One can only wonder how 
many people who are perfectly capable have never learned statistics. In fact, how many 
have never learned mathematics much less all the other subjects because their 
teachers did not understand the meaning and importance of empowering them to learn?  
 

Corollary:  An administrator is a person who empowers teachers to teach. 
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Cheating: who is responsible? 
 
Some of us are able to cram enough to beat the system.  Many more can’t even do that.  
We hear constantly about incidents of students cheating on tests.  In most cases this is 
in fact a response to an impossible memorization requirement.  Students are being 
required to remember what is physically impossible for them.  When students are 
required to do the impossible or face punishment in the form of failure, many resort to 
“cheating.”  When they get caught, we condemn and punish them for simply trying to 
survive our unreasonable and impossible requirement.  Essentially, we punish them for 
our mistake.   
 
I have asked many adults (mostly educators but not all) in anonymous surveys if they 
cheated in school.  Almost all of them admitted that they did.  Given the choice created 
by an impossible requirement between failure for not meeting the impossible 
requirement, or survival by “cheating,” they chose survival.  Who is more responsible for 
this, the individual faced with the impossible requirement or the dysfunctional and unfair 
system that is causing the problem?   
 
In ethics there is a principle known as “choosing the lesser evil.”  When confronted with 
no good choices, the ethical choice is the lesser evil.  A strong case can be made here 
for “cheating” as the lesser evil.  I find it hard to see it as an “evil” at all.  It is hard to 
deny primary responsibility to the unreasonable consistent practice of the system. 
 
No doubt genuine cheating does occur.  This happens when students are able to do 
their work but choose not to exert the necessary effort.  There are no excuses or 
extenuating circumstances for such cases.   
 

Test critical thinking not rote memory 
 
All tests should be open book tests.  This would dramatically increase learning.  It would 
cause teachers to move away from tests of recall memory to tests of critical thinking.  
Let the students have access to the facts in school just as they can have access to 
them anywhere else.  One example, replace fill in tests (these are rote memory or recall 
tests, that is all they measure.) with fill in tests that have all of the answers (and some 
non answers if you like) at the bottom of the page (these are tests of recognition 
memory).  The difference in student achievement scores will be dramatic.   
 
Some educators respond to this with the concern that students face things at year’s end 
like standardized tests and state tests when they will not be able to use references.  My 
response is that they will do better on the standardized and state tests even without the 
references because they will have learned so much more all year long.  Even if this 
were not true, would you rather have students endure one bad day of state testing or 
180 days of not learning all year long? 
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Examples: 
Recall Questions:  

• What is the Capital of New York State? 
• What is the Capital of Nebraska? 

 
Critical thinking questions:  

• Why does NYS have a capital? 
• What happens in the state capital? 
• Why is what happens there important? 
• Why does NYS government have three branches? 

 
When our policy makers understand this, they will change the rules and allow use of 
references on all tests, including standardized and state tests. 
 
There is a great paradox here.  Instead of frustration, failure and discipline problems 
currently produced by the impossible requirement of recall of limitless facts, simply 
understanding these things will ensure that they enter our recognition memory and 
virtually never be forgotten. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
IDEAL INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAMS FOR ALL STUDENTS 

 
Before a thing is possible it must be conceived of as possible. 

 
That’s not my quote, but I can’t remember who said it.  Nonetheless it is profound.  
Before a change is possible, we must have a vision of what it could be.  The challenge 
schools face is not one of acquiring additional resources.  The real challenge is to 
restructure the system by reconfiguring and restructuring existing resources to remove 
chronic obstacles to learning and empower all students to learn and all teachers to 
teach. 
 
IDEAL INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAMS MUST BE DESIGNED TO MEET THE 
INDIVIDUAL NEEDS OF ALL STUDENTS AT ALL TIMES.   
 
In addition to dealing with the structural problems of departmentalization, we must 
design a program that provides 100% of the school day, week, and year with 
appropriate learning for all students.  This includes special education, gifted and 
talented, so called “average,” those in special education and “slow learners.”  There will 
be no special programs since these are band-aids that do not make up for the wasted 
time that their students spend in the “regular program” which does not meet their needs.  
This will require individualizing instruction to a far greater degree than is now common.  
Fortunately traditional means for individualizing instruction are being improved and 
effectiveness increased exponentially, especially students by the computer and ever 
improving software. 
 
I should state at the outset that this ideal program is getting closer to reality every day, 
even while the education reform movement continues to fail and create more student 
failure, discipline problems, drop outs and teacher burn out, parent distress and endless 
bureaucratic requirements and obstacles.  All this while the educational system fails to 
prepare our citizens for the ever increasing demands of employment in our constantly 
changing economy.  It does not even produce literacy in the overwhelming percentage 
of our population.   
 
I am confident that education will move in the constructive direction of the ideal 
instructional program and the results will be extremely positive for all. 
 

Restructuring curriculum to meet student needs 
 
The current design of curriculum by grade levels is devastatingly dysfunctional.  It is 
based on the false assumption that all students in a given grade level are functioning on 
that level.  In fact they can be spread out as much as five 5 to ten years.  The present 
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structure has millions of bored students because they are ahead of their grade level and 
millions more frustrated because they are below their grade level.  It could not have 
been purposely designed to produce more mediocrity, failure and discipline problems. 
 
To correct this structural problem we must disassociate curriculum from grade levels.  
Instead we can take the basic sequence that now exists and simply have curriculum 
that is sequential from beginning to end, Pre – K to grade 12+.   
Students should be placed in each curriculum area according to their current 
achievement level in that curriculum.  They would then progress at their own rate 
through each curriculum area until they reach mastery at what we now call grade 12 
level. 
 
This structure would prevent chronic boredom of advanced students and chronic 
frustration and failure of those who are behind.  Since students would be consistently 
engaged in learning, it would quickly increase learning and also dramatically reduce 
discipline problems.   Students would complete each curriculum area when they reach 
mastery at grade 12 level.  No one would graduate until they demonstrate such mastery 
of all priority or required curriculum.  Curriculum beyond grade 12 would be available for 
those who complete the Pre – k 12 requirements early.   
 
In terms of age grouping, current grade levels would continue.  They would simply keep 
children with their age peers but have nothing to do with the program each child 
receives.  While our reaction to all of the problems in achievement and discipline has 
been to blame students, teachers, and parents – primary responsibility lies with none of 
them.  It lies with the incredibly inefficient system, starting with its haphazard and 
dysfunctional curriculum.  
 
Until we recognize this problem and make the necessary critical structural changes, the 
vast majority of students will continue to receive mostly inappropriate instruction every 
day they attend school. 
 

Prioritizing curriculum: ongoing self assessment 
 
At the heart of schooling is what students must learn, the curriculum.  Endless work 
goes on in this area.  Typically groups of teachers work on curriculum during the 
summer.  They produce a Manhattan phone directory size document that no one ever 
uses.  This process has gone on for more than the 40 years I have been in education 
and continues today.  I have asked thousands of teachers if they find these curricula 
helpful.  Virtually all say no.   
 
What needs to happen is a new approach to curriculum.  We all recognize that the 
information age is increasing the amount of knowledge in our culture astronomically.  
None of us can learn everything.  We need to focus the system.  The following three 
questions can do that. 
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Given the vast and ever increasing amount of knowledge that confronts us, we must 
recognize that everyone cannot learn everything.  That sounds ridiculous but in fact it is 
the premise now driving the standards movement.  The belief that all students 1.) can 
and 2.) should become experts in all subjects is absurd on both counts.  Highly 
educated adults could not meet the current “standards” in all subject areas of high 
school curriculum.  Yet that is the implicit requirement for all students. Since this is so, 
we need to set up a process for schools to use in prioritizing what is to be learned.   
 
This can be done by asking three questions.  These three questions should be standing 
questions, continuously asked by educators of themselves over time.  We need to 
prioritize knowledge and skills that are most important and make sure that these are 
mastered.  This process is dynamic and ongoing.  What is essential as well as desirable 
and to be deleted changes over time.  The process can be a standing agenda item at 
faculty meetings.  Agreements about which list various knowledge and skills belong on 
must be voluntary.  Even without complete consensus we can focus curriculum to a high 
degree if most of the staff agree. 
 
1. What knowledge and skills are ESSENTIAL for all students to master? 

 
2. What knowledge and skills are DESIRABLE ENRICHMENT for all? 

 
3. What should we DELETE from current curriculum to create more time for that 

which is essential and desirable? 
 
The present system treats all knowledge as if it is of equal importance.  We know this 
because it allocates time equally by periods throughout the school day.  When 
everything is a priority, nothing is a priority. 
 
This brings us to a critical question.  How can we define essential knowledge for all 
students?  What criteria can we use?  I suggest we call knowledge essential for all 
students only that which is consistently found in happy and successful people.  Not that 
which is found in some of these people, but in all.  If it is not found in all successful and 
happy people, it is not essential for all.  We need to identify the common denominator of 
learned behavior that all successful people posses. 
 
Since we can identify a common denominator of knowledge and skills in all of these 
people, we can begin to identify the knowledge and skills that are necessary for all 
students.  We can safely assume if all happy and successful people possess this set of 
knowledge and skills that it is necessary for our students. 
 
The Essential knowledge list will be dynamic.  Some of what was essential a hundred 
years ago is not essential now.  It may not have any relevance at all to today’s culture.  
For example, twenty years ago I would have placed computer literacy on the desirable 
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list.  Today it belongs on the essential list.  Let us begin then to build this essential list, 
knowing the process will never be completely done.  This will involve seven PRIORITY 
1 subjects. 
 

KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS WILL BE PRIORITIZED. 
 
PRIORITY 1 CURRICULUM includes seven areas of essential knowledge and skills that 
must receive as much time as needed for mastery, regardless of the grade level of the .  
As much time and resources as needed will be allocated to these since mastery of all of 
them is absolutely necessary for all students to have a reasonable chance for a 
successful and happy life.  They are also absolutely necessary for those students to go 
on to master the rest of the educational curriculum.  Placing students in the more 
advanced areas without mastery of prerequisite essential knowledge and skills dooms 
them to mediocrity at best and outright failure at worst in their education.  Some 
manage to “get by” through cheating and getting low level grades that really amount to 
failure.  For millions more present curriculum causes mostly mediocrity in achievement, 
frustration, discipline problems, and dropouts. 
 
Only mastery of priority one areas will be required of all for high school graduation since 
they are all that are required by all for life.  It should be noted that the present system 
fails miserably to produce mastery in these priority areas, which in turn results in lack of 
success in the others.  Mastery means thoroughly understanding and correctly applying 
what is learned virtually 100% of the time. 
 
In terms of instructional strategies, priority one subjects will rely heavily on 
individualized instruction since students are at various levels in each of these subjects, 
regardless of class or grade placement, and progress at various rates.  In a well-
structured individualized program they will all progress and do so far more rapidly than 
they do now.   
 
PRIORITY 1 curriculum using individualized instruction with minimal group instruction: 
 
1 Literacy: reading, writing, listening, speaking, logic 
2 Numeracy: basic mathematics including addition, subtraction, multiplication, 
 division, decimals and percents. 
 
PRIORITY 1 curriculum using individualized and some group instruction: 
 
3 Computer literacy: word processing, spread sheets, email, Internet 
4 Study skills: use of learning tools, computers, calculators, the internet, use of 
 references, information sources, libraries, how to access and organize 
 information 
5 Health, nutrition and Physical Education leading to lifelong habits that maximize 
 good health 
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PRIORITY 1 curriculum using group and some individualized instruction: 
 
6 Character education 
7 Basic social studies including history, government and economics 
  
When teaching in groups, as is typically done now, students will only be admitted who 
demonstrate prerequisite reading and/or mathematics levels to succeed in any group.  
They must earn the right to be included in such groups.  To place them in these classes 
without the necessary prerequisites is to guarantee failure with all its concomitant ills.  
Such placement amounts to unintended child abuse. 
 

Essential knowledge for all 
 
1 Literacy: reading, writing, listening, speaking, and logic.  The first four are 
generally recognized as essential but logic is not.  If we are ever to teach critical 
thinking we must teach logic.  I do not mean abstract symbolic logic but simple logic that 
could easily be taught by consistently pointing out and explaining the common fallacies 
we hear every day in conversation: categorical confusion, reducio ad absurdum, circular 
reasoning, part whole confusion, nonsequiture, etc.  The primacy of language in 
learning has been discussed in detail earlier. 
 
2 Numeracy: basic mathematics including addition, subtraction, multiplication, 
division, decimals and percents.  Fractions should be included only to the extent needed 
to understand what they are.  Performing functions with fractions beyond the simplest is 
never done.  When is the last time you did division of fractions or multiplication of mixed 
numbers?  They still hold prominent places in the curriculum of most schools and cause 
all kinds of unnecessary angst for students, teachers and parents.  All to learn things 
that are useless.  Many people presently graduate high school without mastery of basic 
mathematics.  Ironically, if such mastery was acquired before exposure to higher 
mathematics, it would inevitably result in far more students choosing to take higher-
levels and being successful at them. 
 
3 Computer literacy: word processing, spread sheets, email, Internet, etc.  Word 
processing should be the basic writing program in all schools.  Microsoft Word is the 
standard.  This is a learning empowerment tool that works for virtually all students.  It 
empowers students to spell, write clearly, edit easily and to some extent use grammar 
correctly.  Spreadsheets could also fall under mathematics.  Once understood, children 
love to use them.  Like calculators, they are learning empowerment tools for 
mathematics. 
 
4 Study skills: use of learning tools, computers, calculators, the internet, use of 
references, information sources, libraries, how to access and organize information.  Ask 
any educator how well their students do in study skills and they will readily tell you that 
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most of them are weak.  Yet these skills are learning empowerment tools that are 
necessary for people to be able to learn for the rest of their lives.  While some of our 
older successful and happy people may not be computer literate, ALL successful happy 
people in the future will be, as well as posses all of these skills and tools.  Our present 
system spends insufficient time teaching them and almost no time assessing them for 
mastery.   Students should have continuous access pre k – 12+ to all learning tools at 
all times. 
 
While teaching at a high school in a very affluent community I was asked if I could teach 
a course in study skills.  I replied that I could.  It was a one semester elective.  The 
faculty and administration agreed that it should not be given credit for high school 
graduation.  How ironic!  It was generally well recognized that lack of these necessary 
skills was hindering learning but when the system refused to grant credit for the course 
none of the  signed up. 
 
5 Health, nutrition and Physical Education.  We have spent the past decade and 
then some arguing about a national health care crisis.  This should really be called a 
sick care crisis.  We are arguing about the best way to treat people after their health 
fails.   
 
Care for my health should be a priority and happen before I am sick.  The primary 
responsibility for my health care does not belong to the government.  It is mine.  Millions 
of people who do not know how to take care of their health have health problems that 
could be avoided.  We have all kinds of significant health problems: obesity, diabetes, 
addictions, etc.  Yet most schools spend minimal time on this vital area.  The “health 
care crisis” should be viewed as an educational crisis before it is a medical one.  It could 
be dramatically reduced, to say nothing of the pain and suffering that need not happen 
or the budget busting costs to taxpayers.  The old cliché is true; an ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure.  Ironically health and physical education are currently 
considered of very minor significance in curriculum and receive minimal amounts of time 
and attention. 
 
It is beyond ironic that we focus so much attention and resources on fixing health 
problems and so little on preventing them.  The more effective resources we put into 
prevention the less we will need to put into cures.  The educational system should 
accept a primary role in this as an educational challenge.  State education departments 
must allow schools to dedicate more resources to this end.  This should be a major 
educational goal with extensive curriculum to teach it. 
 
Basic biology, chemistry and physics would also fit here.  Advanced full courses in 
these would be enrichment and not required of all. 
 
6 Basic social studies including history, government and economics.  We often 
hear that students don’t know their geography.  For example, they don’t know where 
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Tanzania is.  They don’t need to.  They need to know how to find it in the unlikely event 
they ever need such knowledge.  That of course is essential and ALL successful happy 
people know how to do that.  Extensive coursework requirements in social studies are 
now typical, yet most students do not know the basics in this area.  While we require all 
sorts of ethereal standards in social studies they do not know basic American history, 
economics, or government.  In a country where citizens govern themselves this is a 
potential disaster waiting to happen. 
 
Once again ironically, if the system did an effective job on the basics, many more 
students would take and excel in the more advanced social studies. 
 
7 Character education.  Theodore Roosevelt observed that education in academics 
while overlooking morality creates people who are a menace to society.  While 
character education is making inroads to schools, its progress is slow.  Clear 
understanding of right and wrong and the implications of each are as essential as any 
knowledge a person can have.  Despite this, it is virtually ignored in our present public 
schools, at least in terms of any systematic effort to teach it.   
 
There is great confusion of values, endless debates over whose values to teach and 
fear of bringing religion (again, whose religion) into the schools as part of teaching 
morality.  Notwithstanding all of this, it is generally recognized by educators and others 
that without addressing this need adequately, the rest of our efforts will have little 
positive effect on students’ lives and futures.  It also holds tremendous potential 
problems for our society.  Student discipline is currently considered the most serious 
problem in the vast majority of schools. 
 
Some will say that this is the parents’ responsibility.  Indeed it is.  But if parents don’t 
teach it, all the more reason that the school must.  Even those parents that do teach it 
want it reinforced at school.  Presently they find themselves all too often competing with 
overwhelming peer pressure that is very negative and destructive.  This negative force 
is compounded by much of the media. 
 
For more on my views on this vital topic a section of this book has been devoted to 
“Character Education: Natural Law, Human Happiness and Success.”  This approach to 
ethics and morality offers a simple framework for character education that is acceptable 
to all in public schools.   
 
Graduation from high school should require all students to demonstrate mastery of all 
seven of these curriculum areas of Essential Knowledge and skills. Currently only a very 
small percentage of high school graduates demonstrate such mastery.  Sadly, only a 
very small percentage of college graduates do as well.  If they did, we would have a far 
better educated population and more highly skilled workforce than we do. 
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Essential knowledge for all students does not include knowledge that is desirable or that 
should be deleted from curriculum 
 

Knowledge beyond academic that is desirable 
 
The system must identify and prioritize areas of knowledge and skills necessary for all 
people to master.  Essential knowledge does not include anything that is not possessed 
by ALL successful happy people.  Therefore the following would not be considered 
essential for all, though most would be considered desirable for all and essential for 
some. For individual students any of them may become essential.  While each of these 
areas of knowledge may become essential for those students who choose careers that 
require them and/or those who demonstrate high aptitude and interest, they are not 
necessary for all.  Students who master the prerequisite essentials should be free to 
explore all of these areas of knowledge and apply themselves extensively if they so 
chose.   
 
Sad to say, the overwhelming number of our population have not mastered basic 
essential knowledge.  This includes many with college and higher level degrees. 
 
Without mastery of the essentials, putting students into more advanced courses results 
in nothing but failure, discipline problems and dropouts.  Unfortunately this is standard 
practice in schools across the country. 
 
These include desirable areas of music, art, athletics and vocational knowledge and 
skills, none of which are essential for all people to master.  We know this because we 
know many successful and happy people that have not mastered any of them.  In order 
to excel in any of these subjects students must possess talent.  You either have it or 
you don’t.  While some educated people will excel in one of these, sometimes two, 
many educated people like myself do not excel in any of them.   
 
These curricula use individualized and group instruction as needed 
 
1. Music 
2. Art 
3. Athletics 
4. Vocational Education 
 
Priority 2 subjects can start student involvement as early as those in priority one.  All 
students would be exposed to these subjects, but extended involvement would be 
optional.  Those students demonstrating prerequisite talent and interest would get 
increased opportunity for involvement to the extent they wish to pursue them.  This 
would be far greater than is generally the case in the present system which forces them 
on all students who do not want and can’t and denies the opportunity for extensive 



118 
 

involvement to those who can, want and should get it.  Once again we see real and 
relevant diversity ignored. 
 

Desirable areas of higher academic knowledge 
 
These includes desirable areas of academic knowledge and skills, none of which are 
essential for all people to master.  We know this because we know many successful 
and happy people that have not mastered some or all of them.  Most educated people 
will excel in one of these, sometimes two.  In my case I have six graduate degrees 
including a Ph. D. in Educational Psychology that I was able to achieve due to my 
thorough mastery of the prerequisite priority one subjects and interest in pursuing 
greater knowledge in that higher educational area. 
 
These advanced curricula use mostly group instruction but with modifications for 
individual differences.  They can also be learned through individualized instruction. 
 
1. Literature 
2. Sciences 
3. Advanced Social studies 
4. Higher levels of mathematics. 
 
These subjects would be open only to those students who demonstrate readiness by 
mastery of prerequisite priority one areas.  Lack of such readiness would ensure failure.  
Since students would master priority 1 subjects much sooner in this ideal program, far 
more would excel in these higher-level academic areas than do now.   
 
Real graduation standards will be extremely high in essential curriculum areas and 
reachable by virtually all  
 
There will be no grade level standards because the students will not be at the same 
place at the same time.  Present preoccupation with where they are at each grade along 
the way is interfering with providing the continuous mastery of knowledge necessary to 
get them from where they actually are to where they need to be before they leave the 
schools. 
 
There will be graduation standards of mastery required at the 12th grade level for all 
students in all areas of priority one.  Some students will reach these in 12 years.  Many 
will reach them in less since the system focuses on them as first priority until mastery is 
achieved.  A very small percentage will need more than 12 years.  This high 
achievement by virtually all students will contrast starkly with the present system that 
produces about 10 to 15 percent of the students achieving at a high level in these areas 
of essential knowledge for all. 
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There will also be optional graduation standards.  Some students will graduate having 
mastery of only priority one areas.  Most students will enter priority 2 and/or priority 3 
areas. All such work will be by student choice, since excellence is a choice and cannot 
be coerced.  Thus a student may get a high school diploma for mastery of priority one 
only or priority 1 plus an endorsement for mastery of any or all of the others.  This 
provides real attention to diversity now completely lacking in the educational system.  
Individual differences are the only ones that matter.  Group “differences” are 
stereotypes.  Graduation rates will approach 100% 
 
1 Higher levels of mathematics.  Since all of these happy and successful people 
are not mathematicians, we can conclude that higher levels of mathematics are not 
necessary for all.  Since they are not all literary lights, athletes, etc., we can make the 
same assumption.  There are sets of knowledge and skills that successful members of 
the population that chose to go into these categories all need, but the general public 
does not.  These will become our enrichment curriculum and would include algebra, 
geometry, trigonometry, etc.  The overwhelming majority of successful happy people 
never use these forms of mathematics.  When is the last time you: 

• Did a quadratic equation? 
• Used the Pythagorean Theorem? 
• Divided mixed numbers? 
• Etc?   

There are millions of us who don’t know what X equals and don’t care. 
 
2 Higher levels of science.  While all students need the basics of science, they do 
not all need full courses in these areas (biology, chemistry and physics).  I remember 
nothing of Chemistry and took typing instead of physics.  I am a successful happy 
person. (I have used typing throughout my life as a writer.) 
 
NOTE: The need for more people to be qualified in higher levels of both mathematics 
and science is growing rapidly and will continue to grow indefinitely.  While these may 
never be necessary for all, they will be necessary for ever increasing numbers.  When 
schools do a better job of mastery of essential knowledge, far more student will take 
and succeed in these and other higher areas of learning. 
 
3 Higher levels of social studies.  Citizens of a Democracy need to be able to 
govern themselves.  They need a basic knowledge of American history, how 
government operates and economics.  They do not need to be able to tell where 
Uzbekistan is or the name of its president.  Countless millions of happy and successful 
people can’t.  Nonetheless many will choose to master this important curriculum. 
 
4 Literature.  While millions of us enjoy literature, many more millions of successful 
happy people have scant awareness of it.  It is worse than ironic that schools frequently 
teach literature to illiterate students lacking the basic language necessary to master it.  
The first tragic consequence is that they learn to hate literature.  God only knows how 
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many Shakespeare haters would love him if they had been taught after they were ready 
to learn at that level.  Certainly advanced literature is not necessary knowledge for all 
people. 
 
5 Art, music, athletics and vocational education.  These areas require special 
talents for excellence in them.  While all students should be exposed to them, none 
should be required to do them extensively if they do not have the relevant talent.  
Conversely, those who do have the talent should be given as much access as possible.  
Presently the schools tend to force students without talent to participate more than 
appropriate while denying those with talent anything like sufficient opportunities.  For 
those students who want these areas, they may well be essential knowledge.  Ironically, 
the standards movement with its emphasis on academics is restricting them to ever less 
time in the school. 
 
Note: I favor maximum exposure of all students to all areas of knowledge, but only when 
they are ready and able to appreciate and succeed in them.  I do not favor “requiring” 
(code for coercing) them to take these subjects when they are not intellectually ready for 
the levels of work that they require.  The current practice results in millions of  hating 
mathematics, literature, science, social studies, and numerous other subjects as well as 
the teachers and schools that force them to take these advanced subjects when they 
are not ready. 
 
The present system fails completely to prioritize knowledge as well as ensure that 
students who are exposed to higher levels of knowledge are equipped with mastery of 
the basics necessary to master higher levels.   
 
It must be noted that the society of the future will demand many more citizens capable 
of critical thinking and possessing far greater knowledge than all but a small percentage 
posses today.  The ideal program described in this book will empower students to 
achieve this.   
 

ENRICHMENT BEYOND K – 12 
 
There is a great paradox here.  Since the overwhelming majority of  will not only master 
priority 1 areas, but do so much earlier than the 12th grade (now most never master 
them), and many more than at present will continue on to excel in the other academic 
areas.  Indeed, the system will have to move many college level programs to the high 
schools so that students in grades 9 through 12 will be able to take them without leaving 
their age peers.  This would have the added benefit of saving taxpayers tremendous 
amounts of money they now must pay as parents for college.  Things like moving a full 
first year of college courses to high school would become both possible and desirable. 
 

Knowledge that should be deleted from curriculum. 
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There was a time when knowing how to shoe a horse was essential knowledge.  That 
time has passed.  So it is with many areas of knowledge.  I had an experience while 
observing a teacher in a middle school in a crime ridden and poverty stricken area of 
the South Bronx.  He was teaching a class of eight graders and they were completely 
out of control.  It was sad.  The teacher was working his heart out at teaching them 
Beowulf in Old English.  When I asked him why he was teaching that he replied that it is 
in the curriculum.  If that subject belongs anywhere it is in a graduate English program.  
Even there I would make at it most an elective.   
 
Meanwhile none of the students were reading anywhere near grade level.  Time spent 
on irrelevant material that should have been deleted was not being spent on the 
essential knowledge of reading and other areas.  While this may seem like an extreme 
example, this sort of thing goes on far too often.  Failure to prioritize curriculum and 
delete that which is irrelevant is more the rule than the exception.  It is almost never 
done in the current system.  In fact, state education departments are infamous for 
constantly adding new requirements to the curriculum without ever deleting any of them, 
much less prioritizing. 
 
As the world changes, much of what may well have been relevant at a time past is no 
longer.  We must realize that time spent on irrelevant material is taken from time spent 
on essential and enrichment material.  It also produces nothing but frustration for 
students and teachers, failure, discipline problems and dropouts.  How many students 
have tremendous difficulty with things like division of fractions, multiplication of mixed 
numbers, etc. while this knowledge is useless?  Each school should periodically review 
its curriculum to remove what has become irrelevant.  The list of materials to be deleted 
in most schools is quite long.  It should be an ongoing project in all schools.  The time 
and work expended on these subjects is extensive.   
 
In general, we should be teaching far fewer things in much greater depth to a level of 
100% mastery. 
 
Each school should create a chart to structure prioritization of curriculum. 
 

Essential  Enrichment  Delete 
 
Reading  Shakespeare  Old English 

      Etc.          Etc.         Etc. 
 
The chart can be expanded to include space for sharing successful methods and 
materials for teaching each item.   
 
It should be reviewed and discussed by the whole teaching and administrative staff at 
regularly scheduled time intervals for ongoing development and agreement as to what 
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should be on each list.  Ultimately everything in the school’s curriculum should be 
appropriately placed on the chart. 
 

Methods and materials will be modified and restructured 
 
In addition to restructuring the curriculum, instructional methods and materials will be 
restructured. 
 
1. Present group instruction will be replaced by individualized instruction wherever 

necessary to meet individual needs. 
 

2. Materials currently organized by grade levels will be reorganized by 
difficulty/language levels.  Thus students in any grade will be given materials 
appropriate to their current individual language level. 

 
3. There will be heavy use of computers and technology to capitalize on their 

simultaneous multiple modes of instruction (visual, auditory and tactile), 
interactive features and power to hold student attention. 

 
4. Rote recall memorization will not be required at any time. 

 
5. Recognition memory will be greatly expanded through emphasis on 

understanding and application of new concepts and skills to a level of true 
mastery. 

 
6. All students will be empowered to learn and teachers will be empowered to teach 

by having access to all learning tools (references, computers, spell check, 
calculators, etc.) at all times.   

 
7. All tests will be open book tests requiring critical thinking and application of 

knowledge, never rote memory.   
 

8.  Students will always correct errors on tests and any other work to demonstrate 
mastery and have the opportunity to learn from mistakes and raise their grades. 

 
9. Grades will be given only for mastery level work.  The only acceptable grade for 

credit is “A.”  Until mastery is achieved either no grade will be recorded or 
“incomplete” or “not yet.” 

 
10. Mastery will be defined as 100% correct virtually all of the time.  Less than 

mastery will be unacceptable in all essential knowledge. 
 

11.  Students who master essential curriculum early will have access to enrichment 
programs, including college level work, as soon as they are ready. 
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12. No student will graduate until they demonstrate mastery of the entire essential 

curriculum. 
 
13. No student will move on from essential curriculum until they demonstrate 

mastery. 
 
In addition to individualized instruction, all group instruction will be modified to provide 
for individual differences as needed. Modifications to group instruction to meet individual 
student differences in groups will include: 
 
A  will be admitted to group instruction only when they demonstrate sufficient 
prerequisite language.  Students who are not ready will not be admitted since they can 
only fail and need to spend more time learning the language and/or other prerequisites 
they need to be successful.  Students must earn the right to be admitted to any group 
instruction 
 
B All essential knowledge will be presented in at least verbal and visual formats.  
Application of all new concepts will demonstrate “hands on” mastery.  These are the 
three basic learning styles that cover all students. 
 
C All students will have unlimited access to learning tools at all times:  

1. Computers 
2. Calculators 
3. Dictionaries 
4. References 
5. Internet 
6. Others 

 
D  working in group instruction will work in teams of at least two and help each 
other. 
 
E Specialized vocabulary will be pretaught for each group academic lesson as 
needed. 
 
F Advanced students will be available to assist/tutor others. 
 
G Team teaching will be available so that teachers can split students into 
enrichment and corrective groups at any time for those who have and have not 
mastered essential curriculum. 
 
When the above steps are taken, student achievement will rise rapidly and 
astronomically.  While leadership and staff development will be necessary, all of these 
measures are doable now without additional resources. 
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Components of all ideal programs  

 
1. Essential knowledge is identified. 
2. Essential knowledge is prioritized. 
3. Enrichment knowledge, that which is desirable but not essential, would also be 

identified and taught as much as possible after essential knowledge is mastered. 
4. Archaic knowledge is deleted.  Vast amounts of time now spent on outdated or 

irrelevant knowledge is taken from essential and enrichment knowledge.  
5. Curriculum is developed in two parallel learning styles, visual and auditory with 

hands on applications to demonstrate mastery. 
6.  Students are placed in all programs according to their present language levels 

regardless of age or grade. 
7. Each student progresses continuously to ever more challenging work levels, 

proceeding only after necessary knowledge required to go on is mastered. 
8. Technology and all other learning tools will be available on an unlimited basis to 

enable various modes of learning to be accessible to all students.  Thus learning 
disabilities will be compensated automatically as students utilize alternative 
methods (visual, auditory, tactile) continuously available to learn in place of those 
that now block their learning.  This will radically reduce costs now required by 
Special education, learning disability, gifted and remedial programs. 

9. Discipline problems will be reduced close to zero since students will continuously 
be engaged in learning. 

10.  Students will have choices for enrichment knowledge.  Thus while all will be 
exposed to a wide variety of areas of learning, none will be coerced to go deeply 
into things like algebra, Shakespeare, foreign languages, music, etc.  Since 
students will master all prerequisite knowledge as early in their schooling as 
possible and will have choices, far more will excel academically than do now. 

11. Recognition memory only will be required.  No recall memory will be required. 
12.  Students will continuously monitor and assess their own work. 
13. Most assessment will be ongoing and built into student work.   
14.  Students will be tested only when they are ready for the test.   
15.  Students will correct all errors on tests and any other work thus learning from 

their mistakes and raising their test scores. 
16. Inclusion of special education  will be close to 100% 
17. Individualization of Language arts will allow full inclusion of non English speaking 

ESL students in that program. 
18. Mastery is defined as 100% correct virtually all of the time. 
 

Elements of an individualized program 
 
1. Materials are available in all classes and grades for any language level. 
2. Technology is available as needed for all students. 
3. Learning tools are available to all students as needed. 
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4. Program placement processes are quick and efficient. 
5. Means for monitoring student progress are continuously available to students, 

teachers and parents. 
6. Means exist for coordinating individual programs between grades. 
7. Means exist for coordinating individual progress between schools. 
8. Essential knowledge is identified. 
9. Essential knowledge always gets priority. 
 

Benefits of an individualized program 
 
1. Enables very high achievement for all  
2. Dramatically reduces discipline problems 
3. Allows each student to work at their own current language level 
4. Each student’s level rises continuously as they progresses in program 
5. Allows each student to work at their own rate 
6. Rate of learning increases as student progresses in program 
7. Provides a viable alternative to the need for tracking 
8. Provides a viable alternative to the need for retention 
9. Provides a viable alternative to the need for social promotion 
10. Provides a viable alternative to importance of class size as an issue 
11. Cost effective 
12. Facilitates inclusion of Special Education and non-English speaking  
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CHAPTER 7 

 
ALTERNATIVES TO PRESENT TESTS AND ASSESSMENTS 

 
The normal curve, kindergarten screening test and other sources of confusion 

 
Consideration of educational assessment and testing would be incomplete without 
reviewing the ubiquitous practice of kindergarten screening tests.  This necessarily gets 
us into consideration of the normal curve and other sources of confusion.  When we use 
tests to predict the future we put them in the same category as tea leaves, crystal balls, 
Ouija boards, and the like. 
 
Virtually all educators have some university training in tests and measurements.  Some 
of us have a lot.  Unfortunately, the training we received usually came from college 
and/or university professors who are primarily researchers, not teachers.  What they 
taught us in fact was "research uses" of tests, not educational or school uses of tests. 
 
Research uses of tests are totally inappropriate in schools.  Because statistics is the 
language of research (it is not the language of education) the researchers taught us 
"statistical" or research uses of tests.  There is presently much ambiguity between what 
are appropriate research uses of tests and what are appropriate educational uses of 
tests.   
 
The most glaring confusion can be traced to the normal (or "bell") curve.  The normal 
curve is a statistical concept.  The purpose of the normal curve (and there is only one 
purpose) is to describe the most probable distribution of human attributes in: 
 1. Large 
 2. Random 
 3. Untreated 
Groups.  Once you have been in my class, you are no longer a part of a large, random, 
untreated group.  In fact, the reverse is true: you are now part of a small, selected, 
treated group.  Therefore the normal curve has no more application to education than it 
does to surgery, airline operations or other areas of human activity. 
 
What then is normal achievement in the class of any effective teacher?  Most of the 
students do quite well most of the time in terms of measureable progress from where 
they each start.  The normal curve has subtlety infiltrated our educational minds and 
sometimes causes us to do strange things.  For example, there were times I set a 
legitimate standard for an "A" in my class, most of the students reached it, and I felt 
guilty as if I had done something wrong.  There were even times when I "curved" my 
grades down because they weren't "normal."   Unwittingly I was taking a concept from 
statistics meant to describe large, random, untreated groups and forcing my small, 
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selected, treated group to fit this irrelevant form.  In so doing I "expected" a 
proportionate amount of failure as "normal." 
 
Misapplication of this statistical concept has also caused us to sometimes make and 
use teacher made tests to sort children.  The mission of schools is teaching and 
learning.  It is not sorting and selecting.  The kind of test I make is determined by my 
purpose:  to assess mastery of what was taught or to sort.  I can remember the 
professor in my teacher education program telling us to construct our tests beginning 
with the easiest item, getting gradually more difficult, and ending with the "most" difficult.  
The purpose of such a test is clearly to sort the children, to force a distribution of my 
small, selected, treated group into a "normal" curve.  What was meant to be 
"descriptive" of one kind of group (random) becomes "normative" for a totally unrelated 
kind of group (my class). 
 
A second major source of confusion in the area of testing is kindergarten screening 
tests.  Such testing is predicated on very doubtful reasoning. 
 
First, these test what we have not taught.  This is irrational and immoral. 
 
Second, since we haven't taught what is on the test, our purpose clearly is not 
assessing mastery of learning, but sorting.  This is contrary to our mission.  We are 
"tracking" students before they enter school.   
 
Third, the younger the child, the less reliable the behavior and therefore the test.  Even 
if you could find a "good" kindergarten screening test (and I know of none that I would 
call good), this would be true.  We are testing babies. 
  
Fourth, these tests lack validity.  They purport to measure academic or cognitive 
readiness.  In fact, they measure many other things such as general maturity level and 
fine motor coordination which are unrelated to cognitive ability. 
 
Fifth, they violate sex equity.  They clearly cause far more baby boys to be sorted into 
low expectation categories (e.g. pre-kindergarten classes, special education, remedial 
education, etc.).  The low expectations generated by these inappropriate tests are often 
maintained long after students mature and even after they have demonstrated 
achievement far beyond their predictions.  These students are then categorized as 
"overachievers," a contradiction in terms used to rationalize maintenance of low 
expectations in the face of clear data to the contrary. 
 
The very purpose of kindergarten screening tests is an educational obscenity.  They are 
given to determine if the baby is ready for school.  This is backwards.  It is the 
responsibility of the school to be ready for the baby.  All too often these tests focus on 
irrelevant and trivial problems that become the focus of how each child is seen in 
school.  They should not be given.   
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The alternative to kindergarten screening tests is to have the kindergarten teacher 
observe each child in class.  This will give a much more accurate and holistic view of 
each student and tend not to focus on the irrelevant and trivial.  If there are serious 
problems, the teacher will observe them. 
 
To a great extent, "probability" or prediction has become the purpose of research.  Its 
means or language (I. e. statistics) has become its own end.  Measurement in education 
is to assess mastery of learning.  If predictions are made, these are byproducts of test 
results.  Because the researchers taught us to use tests to predict, we tend to predict 
limits for students.  Such expressions as "low ability" predict a student will never 
achieve well.  "Low ability" is determined by using IQ, aptitude, "cognitive ability" tests, 
etc. to predict.  In fact, these are only achievement tests.  They measure learned 
behavior just like other achievement tests.  A student's "achievement" level is only his 
present state, based on what he has learned so far.  I can, more or less accurately, 
measure this.  I cannot, however, measure his limits. 
 
In truth, human limits are unknown and unknowable.  Using tests to predict as 
researchers do is inappropriate when they are used in education to predict limits.  The 
fact that one's achievement (i.e. present state) is low does not mean his ability 
(permanent condition) is low.  Our very language can bias how we treat students. 
 

Misuse of standardized tests 
 
A final source of confusion is in the vital area of standardized test reporting.  Most 
printouts in most schools have six scales for each score: raw scores, scale scores, 
grade equivalents, stanines, percentiles and normal curve equivalents.  This 
redundancy tends to overload the school with data, make its use more difficult for 
teachers and its understanding almost impossible for parents and students.  If a teacher 
has 25 students, times 13 subtests, times 6 scales, that is 1,950 scores for his class.  A 
secondary teacher with 5 classes gets 9,750 scores.  A principal in a school with 500 
students gets 39,000 scores.  This is data glut.  No wonder this data tends not to be 
used.  
 
Why then do most schools get printouts with six scales?  Various statistical procedures 
can be used more or less well with various scales.  Researchers see it as 
advantageous.  In schools it is a major disadvantage. 
 
In sum, because most educators have been trained in tests and measurements by 
researchers, we have been taught many concepts and practices relevant to research, 
but irrelevant and inappropriate to education.  As we move more and more toward 
school improvement, we must reconsider appropriate educational uses and 
interpretations of tests. 
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Constructive use of standardized tests 
 
We can use standardized student achievement test data fairly in assessing program 
effectiveness. 
 
There is growing demand to look at student achievement data at both the Federal 
Department of Education and State Education Department levels.  This idea has been 
expressed many times in the past but never implemented.  The reason put forth for not 
using student achievement test data is that individual students and classes of students 
are different.  Different teachers have individual students and classes that are at, above 
or below grade level.  How can you use standardized achievement test scores to 
compare progress for these students either individually or in classes?  How can we 
compare the achievement gains of one teacher’s class that starts out below grade level 
with the achievement gains of another teacher’s class that starts out above?  It is like 
comparing apples and oranges.   
 
This correct description of the problem in using such data has effectively deterred its 
use.  Now there is a fair, simple, easy and useful way.  It can be done without adding 
cost.   
 
Standardized test data can be used to set expectations and measure gains for  

• individual  
• whole classes 
• whole grades  
• whole schools 
• whole school districts 

 
Standardized achievement tests are currently widely used by schools all across the 
country.  Student achievement scores for these tests can be reported in a variety of 
scales including grade equivalents, percentiles, normal curve equivalents, stanines, 
scale scores and raw scores.  Schools can choose reports in any or all of these formats. 
 
We can use Grade Equivalents (G Es) to compare student gains.  Grade equivalent 
scores are determined by testing companies based on the time of year students are 
tested.  The school year is made up of 10 months, September through June.  If students 
are tested in May of the fifth grade, the average G E expected is 5.9 or 5th grade, 9th 
month.  For a student tested in March of the 7th grade the expected G E score would be 
7.7 (7th grade 7th month), etc. 
 
Example 1: a low achieving student. John is tested in the 5th grade in May.  His 
expected G E score on his standardized reading test is 5.9 (5th grade, 9th month).   
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John’s actual standardized reading test score is 4.9 (4th grade 9th month).  By dividing 
John’s actual score by his expected score we can get his average gain in reading for his 
time in school. 
 
4.9 actual score    = .83 months per year previous average gain. 
5.9 expected score 
 
.83 months = John’s average annual gain in reading for each year in school.  Another 
way of saying this is for each year he has been in school he has gained .83 months. 
 
My minimum expectation for John is .83 months gain next year in reading since that is 
his average for all of his time in school.  Hopefully his teacher will be able to beat his 
previous average gain next year.   
 
Example 2: a high achieving student.  Mary is also in 5th grade in May.  Her 
standardized test score/GE is 7.5 
 
7.5 actual score    = 1.27 years previous average gain. 
5.9 expected score 
 
1.27 years = Mary’s average annual gain in reading for each year she has been in 
school.  
 
My minimum expectation for Mary is 1.27 years gain next year since that is her average 
for all of her time in school.  Hopefully her next teacher will be able to beat her previous 
average gain.   
 
Thus we are not comparing low achieving students to high achieving but comparing 
each student to him or herself.  We measure where each starts and where they finish.   
 
We can also compare whole classes to themselves.  Compute the average G E score 
for the entire class and divide by the expected average score to get the previous 
average gain for the whole class.  We need not compare one class to another but can 
compare the annual gain of each class to its own previous average annual gain. 
 
Similarly, we can do the same thing for a whole grade level, whole school and for a 
whole district.  Student achievement scores can thus be fairly included as part of 
assessment of teacher and program effectiveness. 
 

Observe and evaluate programs not teachers and students  
 
We can and should move away from conventional teacher observation and evaluation 
to continuous instructional program evaluation and improvement.  Program observation 
and improvement should replace teacher evaluation.  Beyond the need to move from 
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other assessment to self assessment of individuals we must also recognize the need to 
self assess the system.  We conduct assessment of systemic problems and methods to 
identify and overcome them.  While self assessment of individuals can improve the 
individual, only self assessment of the system can improve the system.  Until systemic 
obstacles to improvement are addressed, even the ability of individuals to improve their 
own performance will be limited by those obstacles.  The instructional program can be 
effective only to the extent it empowers teachers to teach and students to learn. 
 
Conventional teacher observation and evaluation can and should be restructured and 
replaced with ongoing program evaluation and improvement.  While educational 
administrators must lead this process, its implementation must be primarily the 
responsibility of self assessing and self improving teachers.   
 
The instructional program observation chart below provides an example of a structure 
that can replace present ineffective teacher observation and evaluation practices.  
Across the top are listed the curriculum/program components desired in a school 
reading program.  Observations can involve a 60 – 90 second classroom walk throughs 
by supervisors looking for the presence of specific elements.  When components are 
found to be present, the chart is marked for that teacher.  As time goes by, the elements 
of the program can be implemented and recorded on the chart.  As elements of program 
effectiveness are put in place, the program will produce greater learning, student 
achievement will increase and test scores will rise. 
 

INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAM OBSERVATION CHART 
 

KEY: Program/curriculum components desired for school reading program 
 

SE: STUDENTS ARE ENGAGED consistently in learning.   
ISD:  INDIVIDUAL STUDENT DIFFERENCES are consistently addressed by the 
 program 
PP: A PLACEMENT PROCESS exists to place students at appropriate 
 language/skills levels.  All prerequisites are mastered. 
LT: LEARNING TOOLS are available to all students at all times 
RM: RECOGNITION MEMORY only is required.  Rote memory is never  required. 
Es C: ESSENTIAL CURRICULUM is identified and prioritized.   Students demonstrate 
 mastery of essential curriculum  
En C: ENRICHMENT CURRICULUM is used as needed when essential curriculum is 
 mastered 
ICD: IRRELEVANT CURRICULUM DELETED from program 
CP: A COORDINATION PROCESS exists for each student’s program between 
 grades and schools 
TSA: TEACHER SELF ASSESSES program effectiveness continuously 
TIP: TEACHER IMPROVES PROGRAM consistently 
TSS: TEACHER SHARES SUCCESSFUL program practices and  materials 
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MP MONITORING PROCESS exists for teacher assessment of student 
 progress. It also facilitates students’ assessment of their own work 
 
 
Teacher 
Name  

1 
 
SE 
 

2 
 
ISD 

3 
 
PP 

4 
 
LT 

5 
 
RM 

6 
 
EsC 

7 
 
EnC 
 

8 
 
ICD 

9 
 
CP 

10 
 
TSA 

11 
 
TIP 

12 
 
TSS 

13 
 
MP 

1  
 

            

2  
 

            

3  
 

            

4  
 

            

5  
 

            

6  
 

            

7  
 

            

7  
 

            

9  
 

            

10  
 

            

 
The items in the chart above are recommended for all curricula areas.  Professionals 
can also make their own program charts with the components needed for any and all 
subject areas.  The goal of program improvement is to get the components into place in 
each teacher’s instructional program.  As these components are put into place for each 
program, student achievement and test scores in that program will improve and 
increase. 
 
Professionals can make their own program charts with the components needed for any 
and all subject areas.  As these components are put into place for each program, 
student achievement and test scores in that program will improve and increase. 
 
Remember that test scores are effects of the programs that cause them.  For example, 
to improve the mathematics test scores (effects) we must improve the mathematics 
instructional program (cause). 
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Open book tests: authentic assessments 
 
While standardized and state mandated testing gets most attention, in fact the 
overwhelming (easily more than 90%) amount of testing that occurs in schools is done 
by teachers.  Unfortunately most of this teacher made testing addresses only recall 
memory.   
 
The present massive effort for alternative assessment is overlooking some critical 
dimensions.  Primarily, whatever assessments educators come up with must "fit into" 
classroom activities.  They may not significantly add to complexity, time, cost or labor 
required for teaching and learning.   
 
The open book test is an alternative assessment that can be implemented immediately 
and does not violate the above cited constraints.  There need be no additional cost or 
testing time allocated.  All classroom tests should be open book tests (OBT's).  There 
are numerous reasons for OBT's. 
 
1. We are moving toward higher level thinking and away from recall of facts.  Give 
them the facts.  Once we leave school, we can use references any time we want.  
Anywhere outside of school we are no longer required to recall endless lists of facts, 
formulas, etc. at work or anywhere else.  Open book tests will move school activities 
much closer to real life activities.  The human brain is a processing center not a storage 
area. 
 
2. This will cause classroom tests to be constructed to measure critical thinking:  
induction, deduction, analysis, synthesis, cause – effect relationships, logic, etc.  Since 
facts are given, they need not be tested.  Since critical thinking is what will be 
measured, critical thinking is what will be taught. 
 
3. OBT's will teach students the value and use of references.  This is itself a most 
valuable thing to learn. 
 
4. Students will experience much greater success in school.  This will cause: 

a. more quality school work  
b. much more success in learning 
c. more fun in learning 
d. increased student power to learn 
e. increased student confidence in their ability to learn 
f. increased student desire to learn 

 
5 These tests are authentic assessments and reflect reality.  Whenever we need to 
solve a problem or answer a question in our jobs or other circumstances, we can use 
reference books and/or any other resources at any time.  Why make school inconsistent 
with reality? 
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When I was working on my Ph.D. in psychology, I was required to take a three course 
sequence in statistics.  I had never liked mathematics, and never experienced much 
success at it. 
 
The first course was, as expected, a nightmare.  Though I managed to get a "C" due to 
the professor’s generosity, I had little idea of what was going on.   
 
Course II had a different instructor.  The first session he said, "Whenever you take a test 
or a quiz in my statistics class, you can use a calculator, your textbook, any reference 
books you like, and your classroom notes."  I got an "A" in that class.  I took course III 
with the same teacher and again and not only got an "A" but more importantly I: 

a. now see myself as fully capable of doing math 
b. increased my power through greater understanding and use of math 
c. realized that math is in fact fun 
d. now frequently use math for quality work  
e. have a solid mastery of statistics 

 
To this day I can't recall the formulas (i.e. the facts).  But I have an excellent collection 
of statistics books that remember the formulas perfectly and in perpetuity.  I also have a 
computer program that has the formulas in it and does all of the calculations instantly.  
While I can’t recall the formulas, they are in my recognition memory.  All I need is to fully 
understand what I am doing and why.  Which formula is the right one for a particular 
analysis?  What are the appropriate uses and interpretations of this statistical formula?  
What are its limitations? All these I can do without recalling the specifics of the formula 
itself. 
 
In my view, William Glasser is a key thinker for education in the twenty-first century.  His 
“Quality School: Managing Students Without Coercion” is a key reference book for all 
educators.  Glasser also advocates that all classroom tests be OBT's. 
 
What about when they must take state and/or standardized tests where references 
cannot be used?  What will happen when they must take these tests without books or 
other learning tools? 
 
 will learn more in their classes all year long while taking OBT’s and will therefore score 
much higher on state and standardized tests.  The state should pass a policy allowing 
use of references on all tests, just as we can use them to answer all questions and 
solve problems throughout life.  Of course comparisons between students will still be 
made on things like SAT's, ACT's, etc.  Ironically our  will do much better on these 
standardized tests even though they can't use references when they take them because 
they will have learned so much more in classes all year long using OBT’s. 
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People need to recall some facts.  They will generally recall facts that are meaningful 
and important to them whether they get open book tests in school or not.  The short-
term recall memory utilized in cramming for the test is quickly forgotten.  How much of 
the content of your high school education do you recall?  The answer is a very tiny 
fraction.  Successful high school educations teach us to think, not recall endless lists of 
facts.  Ironically, as discussed earlier successful high school educations do develop a 
vast amount in our recognition memory which is what we use to function all of our lives. 
 
The best, most practical, most useful alternative assessment of student achievement as 
it is currently done is the open book test.  OBT’s empower students to learn. 
 

Ongoing formative self assessment is the only kind that brings excellence 
 
There are several types of assessment that are currently in use in schools.  They have 
been in use for a very long time.  Since its beginning in the 1980’s, the educational 
reform movement has stressed assessment as a means for accountability.  States have 
set up their own testing programs and typically released the results through the press.  
The idea here is to coerce the schools to do better.  Standardized tests have been 
ubiquitous forever.  These also frequently appear in newspapers. 
 
Such annual tests are basically “post mortem” assessments that measure what 
happened after the fact.   
 
In addition to student tests for assessment and accountability, every state has legislated 
the teacher evaluation process.  This process has also been in use for over 40 years. 
 
During that time, enormous resources have been expended for these assessments 
based on the assumption that they would improve the schools and raise student 
achievement.  There has been no such improvement.  I have asked literally thousands 
of educators if they think state tests, standardized student achievement tests or teacher 
evaluation have improved student achievement.  Their answer is almost unanimous: 
NO!  Even administrators are consistent in private with this view.   
 
We know nationally there has been no improvement.  Yet we continue to expend 
money, time and energy on these useless and counterproductive assessment practices.  
Indeed, our policy makers keep expanding their uses.  
 
These assessments have failed all these years and will continue to fail because they 
are based on a false premise, that one person’s evaluation of another person will make 
that other person excellent.  I call this an “other assessment process.”  Everyone is 
assessing someone else.   

• State Education Departments assess school districts.  
• School Boards assess superintendents. 
• Superintendents assess principals. 
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• Principals assess teachers. 
• Teachers assess students. 

 
Everyone is responsible for someone else’s job.  This is “a compliance system.”  In this 
well-defined pecking order, we each strive to coerce others to do what we want them to 
do, to a high level of excellence (for their own good of course). 
 
Nobody else can make me excellent.  Not my wife, my parents, the state, the 
superintendent, the principal or the teacher.  In truth, the only person in the world who 
can make me excellent is me.  We can easily verify this from our own observation and 
experience.  We all know excellent people.  When working with educators I use the 
example of excellent teachers.  In any school, the teachers know which ones among 
them are the best.  I ask them, “Who do the best teachers assess?”  The answer is 
always “themselves.”  They constantly assess their own work and strive to improve what 
they do.  That is why they are the best. 
 
Contrast these excellent teachers with the worst teachers (or any other twisted wretch) 
that you know.  Who do they assess?  The answer is always others.  They assess the 
parents, the administration, the school board, the community, the, students the 
president, anyone and everyone but themselves.   
 
Similarly, excellent students evaluate their own work before they hand it in to the 
teacher.  Unsuccessful students do not.   
 
In his magnificent book, The Quality School, Glasser points out that this pattern is also 
true for happy and unhappy people.  Happy people assess themselves.  Unhappy 
people assess others.  The patterns are consistent in all walks of life.  Thus we can 
redefine excellence: the habit of self-assessment and self-improvement.  Excellent 
people have made self-assessment and self-improvement a habit.  There is no such 
thing as excellence without this habit.  If we are to achieve excellence we must pursue 
and develop it.  Excellence is not a destination, but a journey.  Excellence is not a state 
of being, but a state of becoming.   
 
If we are ever to achieve excellence in our organizations (schools, churches, families, 
etc.) we must pursue the habit first as individuals, then as groups.  This will require a 
basic shift in our assessment practices.  For example, the principal’s job is to improve 
the principal, the teacher’s primary job is not to assess and improve the students, but 
the teacher.  Of course teachers must give grades but that is not the assessment that 
brings excellence.  It is the student’s job to assess and improve the student.  Until we 
refocus the assessment process and place responsibility for excellence where it 
belongs, we will continue to see mostly mediocrity and failure in our schools, our 
churches, our families and our culture.   
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If our policy makers would assess the consequences of their own policies, the whole 
system would be astronomically better.  The State Departments of Education (and the 
federal DOE as well) should be assessing the effectiveness of their own policies and 
adjusting those that are obviously failing (I. e. most of them).  Each layer and individual 
in the system should stop assessing others and shift to self-assessment.  Self-
assessment and self-improvement should be state and federal educational policy.  It 
should not only be consistently advocated by both state and federal educational 
agencies in all of their policies, but consistently modeled in all of their programs and 
practices.  The greatest contribution I can make to the improvement of others is to be 
the best I can be, the best teacher, the best father, the best human being that I can be.  
That certainly gives me enough to keep me busy for the rest of my life.   
 
Obviously we need a compliance assessment process as well for those few whose 
behavior is intolerable.  We cannot tolerate incompetence, chronic absence or lateness, 
or any other pattern of destructive behavior.  But this evaluation process can only be 
useful for those who do not conform to common sense reasonable rules.  In fact the 
overwhelming majority of teachers and administrators consistently meet these minimal 
requirements.  The present compliance teacher evaluation process has nothing to do 
with the excellence we seek. 
 
The student self assessment we need is formative and ongoing.  For students and 
teachers to do this it must be built into both materials and practices.  Any error or 
mistake in the area of essential knowledge must be viewed as an opportunity to learn.  
To simply mark such mistakes wrong sand move on is to accept and confirm ignorance.  
It creates discrepancies in essential knowledge that is prerequisite for higher levels of 
learning.  A simple example would be to fail to master multiplication and still move on to 
division which requires mastery of multiplication to learn.   
 
All essential knowledge must be mastered completely.  That means students get it 
correct virtually every time – 100%.  Only ongoing formative self assessment can 
prevent failure to master essential knowledge which guarantees future failure.  Over 
time the accumulation of ignorance of essential knowledge leads to general failure to 
learn across the board. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 
SURVEYS FOR SYSTEMIC ASSESSMENT 

 
Self-assessment of the system: involving all stakeholders 

 
Student test scores are severely limited in what they can tell us about the system.  Test 
scores tell us what happened, but nothing about why it happened, nothing about 
causes.  Why did test scores drop this year in grade five?  Why did mathematics scores 
go down while reading scores did not?  Why are reading scores so much better in one 
grade than another?  How did a school with poor reading scores raise them?  The test 
scores themselves give us no clue as to the answer for any of these kinds of questions. 
 
Deming tells us that chronic problems are not coming from the people who work in the 
system.  Contrary to popular belief, it is not the fault of the teachers, administrators, , 
parents, etc. any more than the tie-ups that used to occur regularly on the George 
Washington Bridge tolls were the fault of the toll takers before the tolls were doubled 
and collected one way and EZpass.  Blaming the people in the system is 
counterproductive.  It causes distrust, adversarial relationships, denial of real 
responsibilities, etc.  It may even cause the destruction of the public school system 
while it distracts from the real changes needed.   
 
The key question then becomes, “how can we assess the system, as opposed to just 
the individuals in it?”  Continuous self improvement requires continuous self 
assessment.  How can the system collectively and continuously assess itself? This 
assessment must enable all of the stakeholders to have input.  If we want people to 
support change, we must give them a voice in the process.  Parents, teachers, 
administrators, community members, and students must all have opportunity to make 
their views known.  This must be an ongoing process. 
 
From a practical or logistical and cost effectiveness point of view, how can this be 
done?  We have all sat through endless meetings that produce nothing.  Frequently 
they produce more confusion, more heat than light.  For this assessment to be useful it 
must be easy to do, inexpensive, produce results that can bring about focus and 
agreement for needed changes and be used periodically to measure progress and 
refocus. 
 
Needs assessment surveys, properly constructed, administered and interpreted can 
provide the means for ongoing participation of unlimited numbers of stakeholders.  
Deming tells us that systemic change must be guided by data, not just opinions.  We 
also know that involvement is essential for commitment (and commitment is essential 
for lasting change).  Surveys can provide the means for both involvement of large 
numbers and commitment. 
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Individual excellence requires only the commitment and ongoing self-assessment by 
one’s self.  Organizational excellence requires the commitment and ongoing self-
assessment by the organization collectively.  Surveys provide a critical assessment 
dimension of the means for organizational improvement. 
 
Surveys and the survey process are described in detail in this book.  They can be used 
to drive ongoing systemic self assessment and improvement 
 

Rationale for using surveys to assess and improve the system 
 
Ongoing self-improvement requires ongoing self-assessment. 
 
The national discussion on educational assessment is focused on assessment of 
students and teachers.  This focus overlooks the tremendous need for alternative 
assessment of schools and school districts as systems.  Specifically conventional 
attempts at school assessment have generally taken two forms: standardized and state 
student achievement test data, and teacher evaluation. 
 
After more than 50 years of using these two assessment processes to improve student 
achievement, we see no improvement nationally.  There are clear structural reasons 
why these processes do not improve anything. 
 
1. SCHOOL TEST DATA can tell us what happened - EFFECTS, but nothing about 
why - CAUSES.  Student test scores are effects.  They are “post mortem” assessments.  
In order to improve these EFFECTS (test scores), we need to identify and change their 
CAUSES (systemic policies, structures, practices, etc.).  We must assess the system to 
find causes or reasons for achievement scores going down, up, etc.  Trying to raise 
achievement scores by testing students is like trying to fatten cows by weighing them 
(source is unknown). 
 
2 TEACHER EVALUATION looks at the individual teacher only.  Deming tells us 
that most of the ongoing problems in an organization are structural or systemic.  
Presently schools have no effective means to directly assess the "system" or causes of 
the problems (effects).  Chronic problems have chronic causes.  Unless and until we 
identify these causes and make necessary changes these chronic problems will 
continue.  (For more on this see Failed policy VII above.) 
 
3 Deming and Glasser also point out that the only assessment that brings 
excellence is self-assessment.  Excellence is a choice.  The only person in the world 
that can make me excellent is me.  For excellence in a group or entire organization, the 
group must collectively make the choice. 
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4 What is needed is an effective and efficient (simple and inexpensive) means to 
empower the school system to collectively assess itself.  The surveys that follow provide 
the means for schools to conduct ongoing systemic self-assessment.  This becomes the 
means to guide ongoing systemic self improvement.  Deming defines a quality 
organization as one that is committed to continuous self improvement.  These surveys 
provide the means to guide such improvement.   
 
We can establish a continuous improvement process for any program including reading.  
This process has 3 basic steps.   
 
1 Set up an ongoing instructional program assessment process.  Typically we 
assess student achievement with state and standardized tests.  These assess 
achievement outcomes but not the program that produces these outcomes.   We must 
assess the program (cause) that produces the student achievement (effects) measured 
by these tests.  THIS IS A STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN ASSESSMENT that must be 
made.  All staff that teach and/or supervise the instructional program should complete 
the survey. 
 
2 Rate each instructional program component from 1 to 5 for its importance and 
existence in your school’s instructional program.  You are asked to rate both to identify 
needs as you see them.  A need by definition is a difference or discrepancy between 
what we want (importance) and what we have (existence).  To identify these needs or 
discrepancies, we need two ratings.   
 
When you are done, a profile can be generated listing the needs of the instructional 
program being assessed in priority order from least to most needed according to the 
composite views of the professional staff. 
 
3 This collective systemic assessment process can be used to: 

a. Focus all involved on priority needs to improve the instructional program 
(Cause). 

b. Empower all key stakeholders to collectively Identify and prioritize 
structural    strengths and weaknesses. 

c. Develop plans to make such improvement and guide continuous plans 
efforts to improve the system. 

d. Resurvey to monitor and assess progress.  
e. Set new priorities for improvement and establish consensus for needed 

changes. 
f. Develop a plan based on staff program assessment.  This can be done by 

simply listing the areas in greatest need and filling in strategies, methods, 
materials, etc. to address each. 

g. Make desired changes in staff identified priority needs.   
h. Dramatically improve student achievement (Effect). 
i. Implement program assessment and improvement as never before. 
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j. Practice Deming’s quality principle of continuous improvement of this part 
of the system. 

 
The materials in this book offer school staff, students, parents and community members 
alternative means to do ongoing collective self-assessment of the system.  They are 
predicated on four critical assumptions. 
 
1 For a system to be excellent, the system must engage in ONGOING SELF 
ASSESSMENT AND SELF IMPROVEMENT.  Self assessment is the means to self 
improvement.  Quality (or excellence) is a choice to commit to a continuous process of 
self-assessment and self-improvement.  It cannot be mandated. 
 
2 Any assessment that will benefit schools must not be inordinately complex, time 
consuming, labor intensive or expensive.  These assessment instruments are 
conceptually and operationally simple and can be implemented with minimal time, labor 
and cost. 
 
3. The school leadership and planning team/staff needs tools to focus improvement 
efforts.  Clear data can be a powerful tool for: 

a.  identifying priorities (needs) 
b.  gaining commitment to agreed upon priorities 
c.  developing consensus for needed change 
d.  measuring and monitoring the change process 

 
4 By readministering the surveys periodically, progress can easily be measured 
and priorities refocused. 
 

Advantages of surveys 
 

There are many valuable advantages in using surveys. 
1 unlimited anonymous input / participation 
2 focus entire school / prioritize needs/develop consensus 
3 monitor progress / evaluate progress/ adjust 
4 inexpensive 
5 easy to use 
6 assess systemic structural causes of problems 

 
In the school improvement planning cycle surveys provide data for collective 
organizational self assessment to: 

1. Identify needs 
2. Develop consensus for needed change 
3. Set priorities 
4. Plan change 
5. Monitor change 
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6. Assess results 
The cycle can be repeated indefinitely for continuous improvement. 
 
To be successful, collaborative planning/shared decision-making or site based 
management must be predicated on consensus and commitment to continuous 
improvement.  Progress is when everyone pulls in the same direction.  Clear data that 
speaks for itself is the means to develop consensus and commitment. 
 
This book offers a series of needs assessment instruments.  These needs assessment 
instruments are all perception or opinion surveys.  My perceptions are my realities.  
Whether they are accurate or not is a separate issue.  For me they are accurate and 
therefore drive my behavior. 
 
The surveys cover numerous dimensions of the school (system).  They may be 
completed by staff, students (secondary), parents and community members.  Which 
groups should do which surveys, when and how are issues the principal and school 
planning team should resolve.  It is generally recommended that staff do a survey first 
before any other group.  This enables staff to facilitate surveying others based on their 
own experience.   
 
Schools can use the surveys as they are, modify them as needed and/or create their 
own.   
 
The survey makes it possible for all interested to have input into the assessment.  All 
voices can be heard. 
Other services available include: 

1 Surveys are possible for hospitals, businesses or any other organizations 
 interested in continuous systemic improvement.   
2 Machine scoreable response forms are available if you want machine 
 scoring.   
3 For machine scoring of survey response forms package them by school or 
 other organization.  
4 Training in use and interpretation of surveys. 
5 Assistance developing/designing unique surveys. 
6 Surveys can be modifies and/or completely unique surveys can be 
 constructed.   
7 Onsite and Email consultation. 

 
For more information see www.wecandomoreandbetterwithless.com 
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Administering the survey 
 
Before the survey is administered, those who will do it should be oriented to the 
purposes and uses of the survey.  It can then be given to all responding to be filled out.  
It is recommended that both the orientation (including any questions) and actual filling 
out of surveys be done at one sitting, and when possible, during school time to ensure 
maximum response.  We want your input.  Participation should always be voluntary. 
 
All surveys can be taken by using the printed "Needs Assessment Response" sheets 
available (see www.wecandomoreandbetterwithless.com).  The respondent fills out the 
brief information at the top of the response sheet and then responds to each item.  DO 
NOT COPY RESPONSE FORMS FROM THIS BOOK IF YOU WANT MACHINE 
SCORING.  COPIES CANNOT BE MACHINE SCORED. 
 
WHEN THE RESPONDENT GROUP IS READY, THE FOLLOWING STEPS SHOULD 
BE FOLLOWED. 
 

1. Duplicate enough copies of the survey item sheets to be administered 
 using the original survey in this book with modifications desired, if any. 
2 If you wish to add, delete or change items, modify the survey item sheet 

accordingly before it is given out. Be sure all new items are numbered.  
Copy and duplicate enough survey item sheets and hand out with the 
printed survey response form.  

3 Duplicate “Directions for Completing the Survey" included in this book and 
 distribute. 
4. Have respondents do survey, preferably all at one seating to maximize 
 number of responses. 
5. Do not fold, staple or mutilate response forms in any way. 
6. For machine scoring only original printed response sheets can be used.  
 Copies cannot be machine scored. 
7. See www.wecandomoreandbetterwithless.com for scoring sheets and 
 machine scoring. 

 
Directions for completing the survey 

 
These directions should be duplicated and given out with the surveys and response 
forms. 
 
The purpose of this survey is to get your views on matters of need to focus school 
improvement efforts.  After you complete the survey it can be scored by hand or 
machine scored and a school profile will be returned to your school.  The data will be 
reviewed and used by your school for planning and decision making.  Your school can 
resurvey in the future to 1) assess progress and 2) reset priorities. 
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Use no. 2 pencil, blue or black pen.  Make no stray marks. 
 
Write only on the printed response sheet.  Do not write on the survey itself. 
 
Enter your opinion or perception of the importance of each item from NOT IMPORTANT 
(0) to PRIORITY (4).  Do the same for your opinion of the degree to which the item 
exists in the school. 
 
If you have no opinion on an item(s), leave it blank. 
 
Do not discuss the survey with others before completing it.  We want your individual 
views included in the data. 
 

Interpreting the school profile 
 
The right side of the printout has the raw data from each participant for Importance and 
existence of each item.  Participants are instructed to indicate their perceptions, as they 
see the importance and existence of each item in their school.  If they have no opinion 
on an item(s), they should leave it blank. 
 
On the left side of the printout we see: 
 
The first far left column has reordered the items.  They are no longer in numerical order.  
They have been reordered by size of discrepancy (need) from lowest to highest. 
 
The second column has computed the average importance for each item. 
 
The third column has computed the average existence for each item. 
 
The fourth column has computed the difference between the average Importance and 
the average existence which yields the average discrepancy or perceived need. 
Items have been reordered in the Mean Discrepancy column from the lowest or least 
perceived need to the greatest. 
 

EXISTENCE - IMPORTANCE = NEED 
 
Thus the priorities for improvement as perceived by the participants in this school are 
the items with the largest mean discrepancies (i.e. greatest need).  The planning team 
now has priorities based on perceptions and opinions of all participants.   
 
For focused improvement efforts selection of three or less priority school wide items is 
recommended for the year, or whatever period of time is necessary.  Systems are 
interactive.  The parts or subsystems affect each other.  Thus any change, positive or 
negative to any part of the system, affects the entire system in the same direction.  For 
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example, if we work on student achievement and demonstrate measurable gains, we 
will see corresponding improvements in other areas such as student behavior, teacher 
morale, etc.  While we did not focus directly on these other areas, we can nonetheless 
see measurable improvement in them.   
 
We therefore have very good news.  We need not work on the whole system to cause 
improvements to the whole system.  Improving priority needs in specific areas or parts 
of the system will cause general improvement throughout the entire system as well. 
 
Evaluation for progress can be accomplished by readministering the survey at some 
future point in time, and comparing data from year to year.  Data from other sources can 
also be compared to survey data for corroboration of findings.  For example, if we did a 
survey to assess the reading curriculum and a subsequent curriculum survey indicated 
the needs were reduced, we could also look at student reading test achievement scores 
to see if they showed corresponding improvement.  Invariably we will find that 
measureable improvement in the reading program curriculum will cause measureable 
improvement in reading achievement scores. 
 
Readministering a survey also can guide the planning team to new priorities, or 
continue with this year’s if still needed. 
 

NOTES ON THE SURVEY 
 
 1. Perceptions may or may not be accurate.  Perceptions can be checked with 
hard data.  For example, a perceived need to improve order and discipline can be 
checked by identifying other measurable indicators, such as: 

_____ Number of detentions 
_____ Number of discipline referrals  
_____ Number of cuts 
_____ Etc. 

This can be done for any survey or any item on a survey. 
 
 2. There is no way to compare one school to another.  For example, discipline 
would be defined very differently not only by some individuals within a school, but even 
more so in different schools.  One school might consider discipline problems in terms of 
fighting, drug use, etc.   Another might consider calling out without raising one's hand or 
whistling in the hall to be discipline problems.  School to school comparisons are 
completely invalid.  The surveys are intended only to compare each school to itself over 
time. 
 
 3.  For scoring purposes surveys must be packaged by school in order to 
generate a school profile. 
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How the survey printout works 
 

The printout (or otherwise scored responses) reflects the need for curriculum 
improvement as perceived by the professional staff in your school. 
 
RAW DATA appears on the right side of the printout.  This is the staff's actual 
responses to each item's importance and existence.  By giving weights: Never = 0, 
Rarely = 1, Sometimes = 2, Usually = 3, Always = 4, we can compute the average 
perceived importance reflected under “Mean" on the left side of the profile. 
 
We can do the same for existence responses and compute an existence "Mean." 
 
By getting the difference between Importance Mean and Existence Mean, we compute 
the "Mean Discrepancy" or average perceived need for improvement for each item.  A 
mean discrepancy is also computed at the bottom of the profile for all items in the entire 
survey. 
 
The computer scores surveys and records items from lowest to highest perceived need 
for improvement.  Thus priorities for improvement are clearly identified for planning 
purposes. 
 
Repeating the survey annually provides: 

1 Assessment of year to year progress 
2 New priorities for improvement. 

 
It should be noted that items can be added to the survey.  If done. All items should be 
added to the survey sheet before it is copied and given to participants. 
 
The survey may be further customized by deleting individual items and replacing them 
with items the staff believe are more important.  This can be particularly useful in year 
two when the lowest discrepancy (i.e. need) items can be replaced.  If this is done, it is 
important to get staff consensus for such changes. 
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An example of a completed survey is included below. 
 

A case study in Staff development needs assessment 
 
 The purpose of this survey is to enable the professional staff to assess program 
needs for staff development in their school.  It should be filled out by anyone who 
participates in staff development.  Please rate your perception of need for staff 
development in your school.   
 
1.   Collaborative Planning, Shared Decision Making, Site Based Management 
2. Cooperative Learning 
3.  Learning Styles 
4.  Equity 
5.  Performance Based Education 
6.  Networking, Sharing Success 
7.  Staff is involved in planning the time for staff development 
8.  Mentoring, Coaching 
9.  Needs Assessment, Use of Data 
10. Parent/Community Involvement and Support 
11. Control Theory (Choice /Theory), Quality Schools (Wm. Glasser) 
12. Student Discipline, Social Skills 
13. Developing Commitment, Consensus 
14. Student Motivation 
15.  High Self Esteem 
16.  Problem Solving, Critical Thinking 
17.  Improving Academic Achievement 
18.  Self Directed Learning 
19.  Raising Expectations 
20.  Curriculum Assessment and Improvement 
21.  Leadership Skills 
22.  Monitoring Student Progress 
23.  Test Construction, Interpretation and Use 
24.  Alternative Assessment of Student Achievement 
25.  Staff Development is designed to meet needs identified by staff 
26.  Staff to be trained collaboratively selects the specific training program 
27.  All involved in applying the new learning are trained 
28.  Turnkey trainers are utilized when appropriate 
29.  School Quality Assessment 
30.  Technology for planning and decision making 
31.  Substance abuse education 
32.  Staff is involved in planning the time for staff development 
33.  Staff is trained to teach ESL  
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Elementary school survey of certified staff PRE-SURVEY  N = 31 
 

STAFF DEVELOPMENT NEEDS ASSESSMENT STAFF SURVEY 
 

      Raw   Data 
Item Means   Importance   Existence 

No Imp Exist Diff  P V I I S I N   A U S R N 
5 2.17 2.38 0.00  1 7 17 4 0  4 9 13 0 3 

23 2.74 2.55 0.19  8 9 13 0 1  7 10 8 5 1 
1 2.77 2.53 0.23  10 9 7 2 1  6 7 14 3 0 

22 3.26 2.94 0.32  15 11 4 0 1  10 13 5 2 12 
2 2.48 2.03 0.45  4 10 11 4 0  2 5 17 2 3 

18 2.71 2.19 0.52  9 8 10 4 0  5 6 12 6 2 
21 3.00 2.48 0.52  10 13 7 0 1  5 10 12 3 1 
6 2.64 2.04 0.61  7 8 10 2 1  0 10 11 5 2 

19 3.35 2.68 0.68  18 8 4 0 1  7 12 8 3 1 
4 2.60 1.84 0.76  6 7 9 2 1  2 2 14 4 3 
3 3.07 2.27 0.80  11 12 5 2 0  3 11 9 5 2 

16 3.26 2.42 0.84  14 13 3 0 1  3 13 10 4 1 
9 2.86 1.81 0.87  8 12 5 5 1  1 5 14 9 2 

17 3.86 2.81 0.87  25 3 2 1 0  6 15 9 0 1 
8 2.77 1.87 0.90  7 12 8 3 0  2 6 10 10 2 

29 2.93 2.03 0.90  12 8 7 2 1  3 5 13 8 1 
28 2.60 1.60 1.00  5 8 10 1 1  2 3 6 11 3 
14 3.68 2.65 1.03  22 8 1 0 0  6 11 12 1 1 
13 2.97 1.87 1.10  7 15 8 0 0  2 5 11 11 1 
24 2.94 1.84 1.10  8 16 5 1 1  2 6 9 13 1 
15 3.47 2.30 1.17  19 7 3 1 0  3 7 18 0 2 
25 3.13 1.83 1.30  13 10 6 0 1  3 5 11 6 5 
27 3.17 1.86 1.31  12 12 4 0 1  1 6 13 6 3 
12 3.17 1.86 1.31  12 12 4 0 1  1 6 13 6 3 
31 3.07 1.73 1.33  12 10 6 2 0  2 7 6 11 4 
20 3.43 2.40 1.39  17 8 2 0 1  3 3 15 6 1 
11 2.77 1.37 1.40  10 8 8 3 1  1 3 9 10 7 
30 2.97 1.45 1.52  9 12 7 0 1  2 2 10 8 7 
7 3.10 1.23 1.87  10 15 3 2 0  2 1 4 18 5 

26 3.17 1.30 1.87  14 10 4 1 1  0 5 6 12 7 
32 3.34 1.41 1.93  14 11 4 0 0  2 2 7 13 5 
10 3.63 1.67 1.97  20 9 1 0 0  2 2 11 14 1 
33 3.53 1.07 2.47  9 5 1 0 0  0 3 1 5 6 

   1.04 Survey I Average for all items 
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Elementary school survey of certified staff POST-SURVEY   N = 17 
STAFF DEVELOPMENT NEEDS ASSESSMENT STAFF SURVEY 

Done after staff development based on pre-survey. 
      Raw   Data 

Item Means            Importance   Existence 
No Imp Exist Diff  P V I I S I N   A U S R N 
23 2.77 3.00 0.00  2 6 5 0 0  3 7 3 0 0 
5 2.63 2.44 0.19  2 8 4 2 0  0 8 7 1 0 

22 3.31 3.06 0.25  8 5 3 0 0  7 5 2 2 0 
30 2.45 2.18 0.27  2 1 8 0 0  1 2 6 2 0 
2 2.53 2.20 0.33  2 5 7 1 0  0 5 8 2 0 

28 1.82 1.45 0.36  0 2 6 2 1  0 2 4 2 3 
13 2.08 1.67 0.42  1 3 6 0 2  0 1 7 3 1 
27 2.71 2.29 0.43  4 3 6 1 0  1 5 6 1 1 
1 2.63 2.19 0.44  1 8 7 0 0  2 2 10 1 1 

15 3.47 3.00 0.47  10 2 3 0 0  4 7 4 0 0 
6 2.69 2.13 0.56  2 9 3 2 0  0 6 7 2 1 
9 2.18 1.59 0.59  1 5 8 2 1  0 4 3 9 1 
7 2.87 2.27 0.60  4 5 6 0 0  0 8 4 2 1 

26 2.93 2.33 0.60  3 8 4 0 0  1 7 3 4 0 
21 2.94 2.31 0.63  5 5 6 0 0  2 3 9 2 0 
24 2.93 2.29 0.64  5 3 6 0 0  2 3 6 3 0 
3 2.88 2.18 0.71  5 6 5 1 0  0 6 9 1 1 
8 2.65 1.94 0.71  1 9 7 0 0  0 4 9 3 1 

32 3.29 2.57 0.71  3 3 1 0 0  3 1 1 1 1 
19 3.50 2.75 0.75  10 4 2 0 0  3 7 5 1 0 
14 3.65 2.88 0.76  11 6 0 0 0  3 9 5 0 0 
12 3.54 2.77 0.77  7 6 0 0 0  1 8 4 0 0 
31 2.71 1.86 0.86  5 3 3 3 0  1 4 4 2 3 
18 3.27 2.40 0.87  7 5 3 0 0  0 8 5 2 0 
10 3.25 2.38 0.88  7 6 3 0 0  1 7 5 3 0 
17 3.71 2.82 0.88  13 3 1 0 0  3 10 2 2 0 
33 3.27 2.36 0.91  7 0 4 0 0  0 7 1 3 0 
11 2.38 1.46 0.92  0 5 8 0 0  0 1 5 6 1 
20 3.27 2.33 0.93  7 5 3 0 0  2 5 5 2 1 
16 3.40 2.40 1.00  8 5 2 0 0  1 5 8 1 0 
4 2.57 1.43 1.14  5 2 5 0 2  0 3 4 3 4 

29 3.00 1.83 1.17  4 5 2 1 0  0 4 4 2 2 
25 3.38 2.06 1.31  8 6 2 0 0  0 8 1 7 0 

   0.63 Survey II Average for all items 
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INTERPRETING THE STAFF DEVELOPMENT PRE SURVEY AND POST SURVEY 
PRINT OUTS 
 
Pre survey item numbers in the far left column are reordered on the survey print out by 
size of discrepancy from lowest item 5 = 0.00 to highest item 33 = 2.47. 
 
The four highest discrepancy (greatest need) items are  
Item 26 = 1.87 Staff to be trained collaboratively select the specific training program 
Item 32 = 1.93 Use of Technology for Instruction  
Item 10 = 1.97 Parent/Community Involvement and Support 
Item 33 = 2.47 Staff are trained to teach ESL  
 
1.04 is the average discrepancy (need) according to staff for all 33 items.   
 
Staff development was conducted on the four highest needs identified by professional 
staff above.  A post survey of staff was then conducted. 
 

Pre survey          Post Survey     Difference      % improvement 
Need             Need        Decrease 

Item 26 = 1.87  0.60           -1.27            68% 
Item 32 = 1.93  0.71           -1.22            63% 
Item 10 = 1.97  0.88           -1.09            55% 
Item 33 = 2.47   0.91           -1.56            63% 

 
av. all  =  1.04  0.63            -0.54            52% 

 
The table above shows that all 4 of the staff’s highest priority needs were dramatically 
improved (needs were reduced). 
 
Although no staff development was conducted on the other 29 items on the survey, 
most were also reduced and the average for all 33 items was reduced from 1.04 to 0.63 
or 52%.  This demonstrates the interactive nature of systems.  Improving any significant 
part of a system will improve the entire system. 
 
The post survey now has 4 different priority items: 16, 4, 29 and 25 with the highest 
need for improvement.  These would be the next topics for staff development, providing 
data for ongoing self improvement. 
 
It should also be noted that the pre-survey had 1 item with a need of 2.47 and 16 at 
1.00 or more.  The post-survey had none at 2.00 or above and only 4 at 1.00 or more. 
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A case study in organizational self-assessment and self-improvement 

. 
Use of surveys for planning and school improvement 

 
This case study of organizational change in a school is based on the systems principles 
of W. Edwards Deming and the psychology of William Glasser.  It demonstrates a 
change process that can be implemented in any school as well as any other form of 
organization.  The school engaged in an ongoing process of self-assessment and self-
improvement with substantial measurable results. 
 
The school system described below is a special education residential program for 300 K 
- 12.  Two thirds are secondary students.  All are classified as special education 
students and as disabled; most are disabled in multiple ways.  The author served as 
assistant superintendent during the process described below.   
 
Upon entering the district it quickly became apparent that the staff was highly 
demoralized, student behavior was consistently disruptive and frequently violent, 
including assaults on staff (not unusual for school districts of this type).  In an effort to 
initiate an improvement process, staff was trained in how to conduct a needs 
assessment survey to guide self-assessment and self-improvement. 
 
In order to empower staff to each have input, the survey was constructed by all 
professional staff.  They collaboratively created all of the items with my guidance.  The 
survey below was administered to all teachers and administrators in each of the two 
schools.  It was subsequently readministered after improvement efforts to compare pre 
and post administration results.  Results for both schools were quite similar.  For 
purposes of this study the results of the secondary school will be discussed.   
 

SPECIAL ACT RESIDENTIAL SECONDARY SCHOOL 
PROFESSIONAL STAFF SCHOOL NEEDS ASSESSMENT SURVEY 

 
This survey was uniquely designed for a specific school at their request 
Please rate the following items in terms of your perception of THEIR IMPORTANCE 
AND EXISTENCE for your school. Your input will be entered in a composite for the 
entire teaching staff and perceived needs will be prioritized FOR YOUR SCHOOL. 
 
The response sheet was formatted so that each item received 2 responses.  In order to 
assess need staff was asked to give their perception of importance and existence in 
their school.  Two responses to each item are necessary to assess need which by 
definition is a discrepancy or difference between what one wants and what actually is in 
existence. 
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Item  Importance  Existence 
     No.    0  1  2  3  4    0  1  2  3  4 
 
Importance:  = 0 none, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = usually, 4 = priority 
 
Existence:       0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = usually, 4 = always 
 
Staff was asked to respond to each item on the survey below. 
 
1.  There is a school discipline code with clear and "doable" consequences  
2.  There is a plan to develop/change the teacher evaluation process  
3.  Staff is involved in hiring, training and supervision of aides  
4.  Staff is involved in hiring, training and supervision of teaching assistants 
5.  Staff is involved in hiring, training and supervision of the safety team  
6.  There is an incentive program for students to improve their behavior 
7.  There is an incentive program for aides  
8.  The annual standardized testing program is useful  
9.  Teachers have input in evaluating aides 
10.  Staff is involved in selecting staff development programs and activities  
11.  Teachers are involved in student placement and transfers  
12.  Technology is integrated into the instructional program  
13.  Common planning time is scheduled for teachers of students in similar programs 

and/or like ages or grades 
14.  Teachers have input into decisions that affect them  
15.  Teachers have input into development of the master schedule 
16.  Administrators provide support on student discipline  
17.  IEP's are helpful for curriculum and instruction  
18.  Teachers have adequate supplies and materials  
19.  There is positive staff morale in this school 
20.  Students treat teachers and each other with respect  
21.  The school is safe 
22.  Space is utilized efficiently 
23.  There are a sufficient number of aides 
24.  The district pursues grants for additional funds 
25.  There are methods and materials for dealing with individual student differences 
26.  There is academic tracking and grouping of high and low students separately  
27.  Availability of technology and computers is adequate  
28.  Availability of vocational programs is adequate  
29.  There is training for classroom management  
30.  There is training for cooperative learning  
31.  Communication with and among staff is effective 
32.  There is a process to facilitate peer support 
33.  There is effective communication between school staff and the agency  
34.  Departmentalization is effective 
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35.  There are school wide trips 
36.  There is an effective health education program  
37.  Appropriate credit for in-service courses is available  
38.  There is sensitivity training 
39.  Site visits to other facilities are possible 
40.  Professional guidance is available to staff 
 
The table below indicates the responses of staff listed in order of degree of need from 
highest to lowest need as perceived by staff.  
 

 ITEM  January 24 Survey 
RANK NO. NEED SURVEY DATA 
1 29 2.40 There is training for classroom management 
2 7 2.40 There is an incentive program for aides 
3 23 2.36 There is a sufficient number of aides  
4 27 2.17 Availability of technology & computers is adequate 
5 28 2.11 Availability of vocational programs is adequate 

6 33 2.03 
There is effective communication between school 
staff and the agency 

7 40 2.00 Professional guidance is available to staff 
8 20 1.97  treat teachers and each other with respect 

9 1 1.95 
There is a school discipline code w/ clear and 
doable consequences 

10 19 1.92 There is positive Staff morale in this school 
11 14 1.92 Teachers have input into decisions that affect them 
12 32 1.91 There is a process to facilitate peer support 

13 4 1.91 
Staff are involved in hiring, training and supervision 
of teaching assistants 

14 30 1.89 There is training for cooperative learning 
15 38 1.86 There is sensitivity training 
16 16 1.86 Administrators provide support on student discipline 
17 24 1.85 The district pursues grants for additional funds 

18 3 1.69 
Staff are involved in hiring, training and supervision 
of aides 

19 25 1.63 
There are methods & materials for dealing with 
individual student differences 

20 31 1.61 Communication with & among staff is effective 
21 39 1.55 Site visits to other facilities are possible 
22 15 1.53 Teachers have input into the master schedule 

23 13 1.44 
Common planning time scheduled for teachers of  
in similar programs and/or like ages or grades 

24 21 1.41 The school is safe 

25 5 1.40 
Staff are involved in hiring, training and supervision 
of safety team 
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26 12 1.38 
Technology is integrated into the instructional 
program 

27 10 1.37 
Staff are involved selecting staff development 
programs and activities 

28 26 1.31 
There is academic tracking/grouping of high & low  
separately 

29 11 1.28 
Teachers are involved in student placement and 
transfers 

30 36 1.00 There is an effective health education program 

31 6 0.94 
There is an incentive program for  to improve their 
behavior 

32 37 0.90 
Appropriate credit for in-service programs is 
available 

33 9 0.89 Teachers have input in evaluating aides 
34 35 0.55 There are school wide trips 

35 2 0.46 
There is a plan to develop/change teacher 
evaluation process 

36 18 0.42 Teachers have adequate supplies and materials 
37 22 0.28 Space is utilized efficiently 
38 17 0.22 IEP's are helpful for curriculum and instruction 
39 8 0.03 The annual standardized testing program is useful 
40 34 0.00 Departmentalization is effective 
  1.44 AVERAGE NEED FOR ALL ITEMS H S 1/31/00  

 
School improvement planning form 

 
The above chart was expanded after each survey item by inserting blank lines to 
provide space between.  This became a very simple planning form.  All efforts taken to 
reduce a specific need were subsequently listed beneath each item.  These specifics 
can be seen for each item below.  There were five months between surveys. 
 

Comparison of staff pre-survey January 24 staff post-survey June 17 
 
After 5 months the average need for improvement for all items decreased from      
1.44 to 1.12.  This is a 22% overall reduction in need over 5 months. 
 
31 of 40 items indicate measureable decrease in need (positive change). 
 
9 items indicate increased need.  This represents increased awareness of already 
existing need for these items 
 
The chart below also indicates the discrepancies for each item on the first and second 
administration of the staff survey.   
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Item 
Rank 

Item 
No. 

Pre 
Need 

Post 
Need 

 
Diff 

Item and steps taken to address needs 

1 29 2.40 1.43 -.97 
-40% 

There is training for classroom management  
• Choice Theory (AKA Control Theory) 

training 15 teachers + 2 
administrators 

• Character Education training 16 
teachers + 2 administrators 

• Professional Development Team 
planning training for next year 

• Improved Teacher Assistant and 
Aides situation 

2 7 2.40 1.39 -1.01 
-42% 

There is an incentive program for Aides 
• Career path has been created for 

Teacher Aides 
• 5 New full time Teacher Assistants 

appointed 
• 15 New full time Teacher Aides 

Appointed 
• Part time Teacher Aides given raises 

3 
 

23 2.36 1.19 -1.17 
-49% 

There is a sufficient number of aides 
• Successful data based appeal to 

SED for additional funds 
• 15 New full time Teacher Aides 

Appointed 
• Part time Teacher Aides given raises 

4 27 2.17 1.55 -.62 
-29% 

Availability of technology & computers is 
adequate 

• Successful data based appeal to 
SED for additional funds 

• District technology committee meets 
biweekly 

• District Instructional Technology 
needs Inventory completed 3/13 

• Staff technology needs assessment 
completed 3/15 

• New cam scope digital compact VHS 
camera available in Library 

• New Kodak Carousel slide projector 
available in Library 

• 30 Computers ordered for classroom 
use 

• 10 computers ordered for office use 
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5 28 2.11 1.80 -.31 
-15% 
 

• Availability of vocational programs is 
adequate 

• School work study program this 
summer 

• Will add additional Boces slots next 
budget year 

• New computers all have Microsoft 
Office software 

6 33 2.03 1.61 -.42 
-21% 

There is effective communication between 
school staff & agency 

• Agency directory now available in 
each administrators office 

• Phone system being upgraded by 
Agency 

• Nextel system up and running 
• Drug protocol being reviewed 
• Clinical intervention being shared 

7 40 2.00 .84 -1.16 
-58% 

Professional guidance is available to staff 
• Choice Theory training 15 teachers + 

administrators 
• Character Education training 16 

teachers + 2 administrators 
• Professional Development Team 

planning training for 2000-2001 
• Coursework, workshops, NYSPEED 

8 20 1.97 2.03 +.06 
+3% 

Treat teachers and each other with respect 
• Choice Theory training 15 teachers + 

administrators 
• Character Education training 16 

teachers + 2 administrators 
• Training will be made available to all 

staff in next school year 
9 1 1.95 2.29 +.34 

+17% 
There is a school discipline code w/clear 
and doable consequences 

• District planning team for this will be 
established in Fall 

10 19 1.92 1.20 -.72 
-36% 

There is positive staff morale in this school 
Note: No new direct work done on morale 

• Data indicate clear improvement in 
teacher, clerical & custodial 
attendance 

• Lunchtime committee meetings well 
attended 
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• Monthly staff breakfast 
• Board of Education luncheon 5/8 
• Pot luck lunch June 
• Large gym in process of several 

improvements 
• Note other “unrelated” measures 

initiated and completed in the rest of 
this report affected this change.   

• This reflects the interaction/lever 
effect of systemic change. 

11 14 1.92 1.43 -.49 
-26% 

Teachers have input into decisions that 
affect them 

• H S Shared Decision Making Team 
meets biweekly 

• Staff are surveyed periodically for 
their input 

12 
 

32 1.91 1.50 -.41 
-21% 
 

There is a process to facilitate peer support 
• Master schedule will) be adjusted for 

Fall 
13 4 1.91 1.23 -.68 

-36% 
Staff are involved in hiring, training and 
supervision of assistants 

• Only Aides recommended by 
teachers will be appointed Teacher 
Assistants and full time Aides 

14 30 1.89 1.45 -.44 
-23% 

There is training for cooperative learning 
• 10 copies of "Choice Theory in the 

Classroom" available to staff 
15 38 1.86 .96 -.90 

-48% 
There is sensitivity training 

• Choice Theory training 15 teachers + 
2 administrators 

• District Professional Development 
Team planning more training 

16 16 1.86 1.58 -.28 
-15% 

Administrators provide support on student 
discipline 

• Choice Theory training 15 teachers + 
2  administrators 

17 24 1.85 .80 -1.05 
-57% 

The district pursues grants for additional 
funds 

• Professional grant writer hired by 
district 

18 3 1.69 1.19 -.50 
-30% 

Staff are involved in hiring, training and 
supervision of aides 

• Only Aides recommended by 
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teachers appointed Teacher  
• Assistants and full time Aides 

19 25 1.63 1.20   -.43 
-26% 

Methods & materials for dealing with student 
differences 

• 30 computers will be purchased this 
July 

• Graded reading materials made 
available to all teachers 

• GED program instituted 
20 31 1.61 .96 -.65 

-40% 
Communication with & among staff is 
effective 

• H S SDM team meets biweekly 
• District Professional Development 

Committee meets biweekly 
• District Technology Committee meets 

biweekly 
21 39 1.55 .50 -1.05 

-68% 
Site visits to other facilities are possible   

• 2 site visits for technology programs 
conducted to date 

22 15 1.53 1.58 +.03 
+2% 

Teachers have input into the master 
schedule 

• Input has been requested from all 
teachers for fall schedule 

23 13 1.44 1.18 -.26 
-18% 

Common planning time scheduled for 
teachers of in similar programs and/or like 
ages or grades 
Teacher requests will be honored to extent 
possible in development of master schedule 

24 21 1.41 1.23 -.18 
-13% 

The school is safe 
Choice Theory training 15 teachers + 2 
administrators 

• Professional Development Team 
planning training for next year 

• Nextel communication devices 
provided 

• Safety team members will be trained 
25 5 1.40 1.67 +.27 

+19% 
Staff are involved in hiring, training & 
supervision of safety team 

26 12 1.38 1.34 -.04 
-3% 

Technology is integrated into the 
instructional program 

• District technology committee meets 
biweekly 

• 30 new computers will be delivered in 
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July 
• District developing 5 year technology 

plan 
• Consultant hired to pursue 

technology funding 
27 10 1.37 .76 -.61 

-45% 
Staff involved selecting staff development 
programs & activities 

• District Professional Development 
Team meets biweekly 

28 26 1.31 1.10 -.20 
-15% 

Academic tracking/grouping of high & low  
separately 

29 11 1.28 1.07 -.21 
-16% 

Teachers are involved in student placement 
and transfers 

30 36 1.00 1.52 +.52 
+52% 

There is an effective health education 
program 

31 6 .94 1.56 +.62 
+66% 

There is an incentive program for students 
to improve behavior 

• Professional Development Team 
planning training for fall 

32 37 .90 .15 -.75 
-83% 

Appropriate credit for in-service programs is 
available 

• District Professional Development 
Team working on this 

33 9 .89 .17 -.72        
-81% 

Teachers have input in evaluating aides 
• Teachers have participated in 

evaluations for all aides 
• Only aides recommended by teacher 

made full time 
34 35 .55 .41 -.14 

-25% 
There are school wide trips 

• Honor roll  go to Playland 
35 2 .46 .30 -.16 

-35% 
There is a plan to develop/change teacher 
evaluation process 

• District committee working on 
process 

• Self assessment being introduced as 
core of evaluation 

36 18 .42 .69 +.27 
+64% 

Teachers have adequate supplies and 
materials 
 

37 22 .28 .21 -.07 
-25% 

Space is utilized efficiently 
Library increased from .5 to full time 

38 17 .22 .42 +.20 
+91% 

IEP's are helpful for curriculum and 
instruction 



160 
 

• CSE Committee will review IEP 
process 

39 8 .03 .00 -.03 
-100% 

The annual standardized testing program is 
useful 

• CSE Committee will review testing 
program 

40 34 .00 .69 +.69 
100% 

Departmentalization is effective 

  Pre 
need 

Post 
need 

Diff CHANGE IN AVERAGE NEED FOR ALL 40 
ITEMS  

  1.44 1.12  -.32 
-.22% 

This represents an overall reduction in need 
for all items of 22% in 5 months 

     Formula for rate of change 
    ROC = ROS + SOL 

Rate of change = readiness of system  
                               + skill  of leader 

 
It should be noted that concentrated efforts were aimed only at the top four needs.  The 
interactive effect of systems caused much of the improvement in the reduced needs 
documented many other areas. 
 
In order to verify the perceived improvement indicated by the second staff survey, other 
data described below consistently support these findings. 
 

Additional teacher attendance data to verify change in survey perceptions 
 

To:     Superintendent of Schools 
From: Dr. Thomas Kelly 
Re:     Goal Number 5: Improve staff morale  
Date:  June 30 

• Teacher attendance data for the second half of this school year indicate 
  clear and substantial improvement. 
• From September through January (5 months) there were a total of 506 
 teacher absences. This equals an average of 101 days absences per 
 month. 
• From February through June (5 months) there were a total of 371 teacher 
  absences. This equals an average of 74 days absences per month. 
• Over all this represents a significant improvement of 25% in teacher 
 attendance for the second half of the year. 
• Teacher attendance is the single best indicator of teacher moral. 
• See school Improvement Planning form, item 19 below: “There is positive 
 morale in this school.”  The above data supports survey findings of 
 improved morale: 
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Survey Item 19: Morale  
1.92 1/24 Pre need survey 
1.20 6/17 Post need survey     
 -.72 decrease in need to improve morale.  This represents a 37.5% improvement in 
teacher morale after 5 months on second (post) staff survey. 
 
The reduction in teacher absences of 25% is consistent with the reduction in the need to 
improve teacher moral of 37.5% indicated on the surveys.  The attendance hard data 
confirms the survey morale perception data.  This represents a remarkable change in 5 
months.  It also shows the interactive nature of the system since morale was not worked 
on directly. 
 

Additional support staff attendance data to verify change in survey perceptions 
 
To:     Superintendent of Schools 
From: Dr. Thomas Kelly 
Re:     Goal number 5: Improve staff morale  
Date:  6/30 
 

• Clerical and custodial support staff attendance data indicate clear improvement 
in morale. 

 
• From July through January (7 months) there were a total of 155 clerical & 

custodial absences. This equals an average of 22 absences per month. 
 

• From February through June (5 months) there were a total of 60 clerical and 
custodial absences. This equals an average of 12 absences per month. 

 
This represents a significant improvement per month (36%) in support staff attendance. 
While this indicates improved morale for these staff, it in turn contributes to improved 
teacher morale. 
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COMPOSITE DISTRICT STUDENT DISCIPLINE DATA 

 
January 24 to June 17 comparison 
 
        1 Year     1 year 

Year 1  Year 2  Change % Change 
 
No. Students      43     39      - 4      - 10% 
Suspended 
 
No. Days   140    122     - 18      -15% 
Suspended 
 
No. Students   7107  6478     - 629      -10% 
To Time Out 
 
No. Students   1568  1296     - 272       - 17% 
To Pass Program* 
 
*Pass program started as in school alternative to out of school suspension. 
 
Note: The numbers of students in all categories improved over previous year.  The 
changes in year 2 occurred over the last 5 months when the improvement program 
began.  It is reasonable to assume a full year’s “effect” would be at least double the 
improvement recorded above.   
 
In addition to staff and planning team work, administrative self assessments/evaluations 
were designed to address priority needs identified on school staff needs assessment. 
“WORKERS WORK IN THE SYSTEM.  LEADERS WORK ON THE SYSTEM” 
William Glasser. 
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Sample of curriculum needs: two year study using survey for writing 

 
THE FIRST PREMISE FOR CREATING A QUALITY ORGANIZATION IS DEMING'S 
VIEW THAT ONGOING PROBLEMS IN ORGANIZATIONS ARE STRUCTURAL OR 
SYSTEMIC. 
 
Systemic improvement can only come after systemic assessment.  The organization 
must assess itself.  It then can adjust itself as needed. 
 
School systems are actually complex networks of numerous subsystems.  The most 
basic subsystem in schools is curriculum.  If what we are teaching is inappropriate, the 
best instructional process in the world will be in vain. 
 
The Curriculum Assessment Survey is done by all staff that teach and/or supervise a 
subject.  For each structural item two responses are given on a 5 point scale: 0 lowest 
to 4 highest. 

1 How important is this item in this curriculum? 
2 To what degree does it exist in this curriculum? 

 
A discrepancy between the two is calculated as the "need" for improvement. 
 
 Importance - Existence = Discrepancy (need) 
 
The following data is from an elementary school that has done a writing curriculum 
assessment twice.  This Pre-Post data shows clear measurable improvement in 
curriculum.  The assessment asks only structural questions. 
 
An elementary school staff assessed reading, writing, math, social studies and science 
curricula.  All five indicated clear measurable improvement on the post assessment.  
For purposes of illustration, this report only includes the writing curriculum, since staff 
assessed indicated it as having the greatest need for improvement. 
 
These surveys are useful on both elementary and secondary levels with items adjusted 
as needed. 
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL WRITING PROGRAM ASSESSMENT 

 
AVERAGE FOR ALL 22 SURVEY ITEMS 

 
     AVERAGE    AVERAGE   AVERAGE 
WRITING   IMPORTANCE  EXISTENCE    DISCREPANCY 
 
 Year 1       3.48     2.88      .60 
 
Year 2        3.55     3.47      .08 
 
 Difference      + .07    + .59    - .52 
 
As can be seen in the data Overall for all 25 items in the Writing Curriculum: 
 
a. Perceived importance increased slightly .07 
b. Perceived existence increased substantially .59 or 20% 
c. Discrepancies (needs for improvement) decreased .52 or 87% 

 
EXAMPLES OF CHANGES IN INDIVIDUAL ITEMS WITH THE HIGHEST 
DISCREPANCIES 
 
The assessment covered 25 specific structural curriculum items.  These were prioritized 
from highest discrepancy (i.e. need for improvement) to lowest discrepancy.  For 
purposes of illustration the five highest discrepancies are reported. 
 
ITEM 1:  WRITING CURRICULUM EFFECTIVENESS IS PERIODICALLY EVALUATED 
     BY STAFF 
    
   IMPORTANCE         EXISTENCE     DISCREPANCY 
Year 1        3.38      2.25      1.13 
Year 2        3.31      2.94       .37 
Difference        -.07        .69     - .78 
 
In Year 1, the greatest need for improvement in writing curriculum (1.13) was the need 
for staff to periodically evaluate the curriculum. 
From year 1 to year 2, the data indicate: 

a. Importance of curriculum evaluation decreased slightly .07 
b. Existence of curriculum evaluation increased significantly .69 or 31% 
c. Discrepancy or need for curriculum evaluation decreased significantly .78 

     or 69% 
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ITEM 2 THERE IS SUPERVISION OF THE WRITING PROGRAM 
 
       IMPORTANCE  EXISTENCE   DISCREPANCY  
Year 1      3.27         2.06          1.21 
Year 2      3.31         2.88            .43 
Difference             .04           .82          - .78 
 
The data indicate: 

a. Importance of supervision increased slightly .04 
b. Existence of supervision increased .82 or 40% 
c. Need for supervision decreased .78 or 64% 

 
ITEM 3 WRITING TESTS AND CURRICULUM ARE ALIGNED 
 
       IMPORTANCE  EXISTENCE      DISCREPANCY 
Year 1      3.13         2.13          1.00 
Year 2      3.69         3.19            .50 
Difference      .56         1.06          - .50 
 
The data indicate: 

a. Importance of congruence increased .56 
b. Existence increased 1.06 or 50% 
c. Need decreased .50 or 50% 

 
ITEM 4 WRITING TESTS ARE WELL DEVELOPED 
 
       IMPORTANCE  EXISTENCE  DISCREPANCY 
Year 1      3.13         1.88          1.25 
Year 2      3.56         2.94            .62 
Difference           .43         1.06          - .63 
 
The data indicate: 

a. Importance of writing tests increased .43 
b. Existence increased 1.06 or 56% 
c. Need decreased .63 or 50% 
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ITEM 5 STAFF MEETING TIME IS USED FOR WRITING CURRICULUM 
  AS NEEDED 
 
       IMPORTANCE  EXISTENCE       DISCREPANCY 
Year 1      3.20      2.27        .93 
Year 2      3.13      2.88        .25 
Difference     - .07        .61       -.68 
 
The data indicate: 

a. Importance of meeting time decreased slightly .07 
b. Existence increased .61 or 27% 
c. Need decreased .68 or 73% 

 
The data also indicate some critical findings: 

1. School planning teams can assess structural aspects of curriculum. 
2. Measurable improvement can be made in structural aspects of curriculum. 
3. Survey data can be used effectively for shared decision making and 
 school improvement planning. 

 
General Assessment of School Curriculum and Instructional Program 

 
By Thomas F. Kelly, Ph.D. 

 
 This survey is for use in assessing the curriculum and instructional program in 
your school.  Indicate your perception of the importance of each item and the degree to 
which it presently exists school wide.  When scored, your input will yield a profile 
indicating perceived need for improving the instructional program in your school. 
 

DO NOT MAKE ANY MARKS ON THIS SHEET 
 
 Do a separate "NEEDS ASSESSMENT RESPONSE FORM" for each curriculum 
area you are assessing. 
 
This curriculum (fill in: Math, Reading, social studies, etc.) _______________________ 
 
1. Empowers staff to relate all program activities to meaning and applications  
2. Empowers teachers to meet individual student needs 
3. Empowers staff to share methods and materials  
4. All program activities include an ongoing process for assessment of critical 

thinking 
5. Logic is a specific component taught and modeled  in program work 
6. Always provides for individual student differences, especially different 

reading/language levels  
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7. All student work is done at their independent learning level enabling  teachers to 
manage differences 

8. Provides means to place individual  in the program quickly and efficiently 
according to their individual readiness levels 

9. Improvement of this curriculum is ongoing 
10. Staff meeting time is used for this curriculum as needed 
11. Staff all have a common understanding of this program 
12. There is staff development in this program based on needs identified by staff 
13. Empowers teachers to continuously assess relevance of program to determine 

what knowledge and skills are essential for all  to master 
14. Essential knowledge in this program is identified and given priority for as long as 

necessary to accomplish student mastery 
15. Defines mastery as virtually 100%  
16. Empowers teachers to continuously assess this program to determine what 

content is desirable though not essential for all 
17. Empowers teachers to continuously assess curriculum to determine what content 

is no longer relevant and should be deleted from the program 
18. Provides for  at all reading/language levels in any class 
19. Provides applications of new learning 
20. Empowers teachers to continuously assess student mastery and applications 

easily (monitor student progress) 
21. Includes an ongoing process for student self-assessment of mastery of 

knowledge and applications 
22. Empowers teachers to provide for individual student differences, especially 

different reading/language levels 
23. Empowers students to work at their independent learning level 
24. Empowers teachers to have time in class to tutor individual  who need help 
25. Includes pre-k - 12+ graded materials for continuous student progress to teach 

mastery available to all teachers regardless of grades they teach 
26. Provides a specialized vocabulary program for this curriculum 
27. The program includes Pre-K – 12+ graded materials to teach specialized 

vocabulary in context 
28. Provides an easily managed monitoring process for ongoing assessment of 

student progress with easy record keeping 
29. Provides for easy student self-assessment 
30. Empowers staff to collectively conduct periodic school wide self-assessment of 

the program’s effectiveness beyond student tests 
31. Empowers teachers to easily coordinate each student’s program between grades 
32. Empowers teachers to easily coordinate each student’s program between 

schools 
33. Empowers teachers to effectively include all but the most severely disabled 

special education  in regular reading classes 
34. Empowers teachers to determine when  are ready for tests   
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35. Empowers teachers to use technology, especially computers, to teach at all 
times 

36. Provides effective methods and materials for  with learning disabilities   
37. Student errors are seen as learning opportunities to be corrected and mastered 

first by the student and if necessary by the teacher    
38. Includes an individualized portfolio based assessment component 
39. Empowers staff to collectively conduct periodic school wide self-assessment of 

the program   
40. Special education inclusion of all but the most severely disabled  is a routine 

matter 
41. Technology, especially computers, is available to all  at all times 
42. Curriculum development and selection always focuses on empowering staff to 
 meet individual student needs  

 
Professional Staff Assessment of School Effectiveness 

 
By Thomas F. Kelly, Ph.D. 

 
1. There is a collaborative planning process involving all concerned. 
2. School needs are annually reviewed through a comprehensive needs 

assessment process. 
3. The school has a climate of high expectation for student achievement. 
4. Student learning is the most important criteria used in decision making. 
5. There is a clearly articulated mission of the school through which the entire staff 

shares an understanding and commitment to student achievement. 
6. There is evidence of high morale. 
7. Physical facilities are kept clean and made reasonably attractive. 
8. Students are treated in ways which emphasize success and potential rather than 

focusing on failures and shortcomings. 
9. Students not achieving well are identified and helped. 
10. Student progress is monitored and communicated to students and parents. 
11. There is an ongoing program of staff development based on needs identified by 

staff. 
12. Staff to be trained choose the staff development program for training.  
13. Curriculum/Program effectiveness is periodically assessed. 
14. Learning time is protected from disruption. 
15. Administration communicates openly and frankly with staff members and 

students. 
16. Administrators provide support on serious student discipline problems. 
17. Teachers accept appropriate responsibility for minor student discipline problems. 
18. There is an active parent/school group in the building with high attendance at 

meetings.  
19. Most parents understand and promote the school's instructional program. 
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20. Community people, including parents, are invited to the school to give 
presentations. 

21. There are ample opportunities for student responsibility and participation. 
22. District/school leaders take a visible role in recognizing excellence. 
23. Staff provides parents with strategies and suggestions to help students learn at 

home. 
24. Parents provide support to the school on discipline. 
25. Students treat teachers and each other with respect. 
26. There is good student attendance in this school. 
27. There is an effective Drug and Alcohol Education program. 
28. There is a well developed shared decision making process. 
29. There are opportunities for students to explore careers and engage in learning 

experiences outside the regular classroom. 
30. The school is a safe place. 
31. Teachers treat students fairly and consistently. 
32. The instructional program is coordinated for individual students within and 

between grades. 
33. Instructional materials, resources, and learning activities are matched to 

student's abilities. 
34. Extracurricular activities are available to all students. 
35. Students believe that they are responsible for their own learning and success. 
36. Student achievement is recognized by the school. 
37. Individual student effort and creativity are recognized. 
38. Teachers and administrators are working toward consistency in discipline 

procedures. 
39. Students are well behaved in this school. 
 

Parent Assessment of School Effectiveness 
 

By Thomas F. Kelly, Ph. D. 
 
1. The school asks parent opinions for planning. 
2. Parents are surveyed periodically for what the school should plan. 
3. The school expects all students to learn. 
4. Student learning is the most important criteria used in decision making.  
5. There is a clearly stated mission/purpose of the school through which the entire 

staff shares commitment to student achievement.   
6. The school is a positive, friendly place. 
7. Physical facilities are kept clean and made reasonably attractive. 
8. Students are treated in ways which emphasize success and potential rather than 

focusing on failures and shortcomings. 
9. Students not achieving well are identified and helped. 
10. Student progress is monitored and communicated to students and parents. 
11. There is an ongoing school assessment and improvement process. 
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12. School staff constantly tries to improve their own learning. 
13. Curriculum/Program effectiveness is periodically assessed. 
14. Learning time is protected from disruption 
15. Administration communicates openly and frankly with parents and students. 
16. Administrators provide support on student discipline. 
17. There is an active parent/school group in the building with high attendance at 

meetings. 
18. Most parents understand and promote the school's instructional program. 
19. Community people, including parents, are invited to the school to give 

presentations. 
20. There are opportunities for student responsibility and participation. 
21. District/school leaders take a visible role in recognizing excellence. 
22. Staff provide parents with strategies and suggestions to help students learn at 

home. 
23. Parents provide support to the school on discipline. 
24. Students treat teachers and each other with respect. 
25. There is good student attendance in this school. 
26. There is an effective Drug and Alcohol Education program. 
27. There is a well developed shared decision making process including parents. 
28. There are opportunities for students to explore careers and engage in learning 

experiences outside the regular classroom. 
29. The school is a safe place. 
30. Teachers treat students fairly and consistently. 
31. The instructional program is coordinated within and between  grades. 
32. Instructional materials, resources, and learning activities are matched to 

students’ abilities. 
33. Extracurricular activities are available to all students. 
34. Students believe that they are responsible for their own learning and success. 
35. Student achievement is recognized by the school. 
36. Individual student effort and creativity are recognized. 
37. Teachers and administrators are working toward consistency in discipline 

procedures. 
38. Students are well behaved in this school. 
 

Secondary Student Assessment of School Effectiveness 
 

By Thomas F. Kelly, Ph.D. 
 
1. There is a school planning process involving students. 
2. School needs are annually reviewed through a student survey. 
3. The school expects all students to learn. 
4. Student learning is most important in this school. 
5. There is a clearly stated mission of the school that all students will learn. 
6. The school is a happy, friendly place. 
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7. Physical facilities are kept clean and made reasonably attractive. 
8. Students are treated in ways which emphasize success and  potential rather than 

focusing on failures and shortcomings. 
9. Students not achieving well are identified and helped. 
10. Student progress is monitored and communicated to students and parents. 
11. Students treat each other with respect. 
12. Students have enough choices for learning/courses. 
13. Student opinions on courses matter in this school. 
14. Learning time is protected from disruption. 
15. Administration communicates openly and frankly with students. 
16. Administrators provide support on student discipline. 
17. There is an active parent/school group in the building with high attendance at 

meetings. 
18. Most students understand and support the school's instructional program. 
19. Community people, including parents, are invited to the school to give 

presentations. 
20. There are ample opportunities for student responsibility and  participation. 
21. District/school leaders take a visible role in recognizing excellence. 
22. Staff provide students with strategies and suggestions to help learn at home. 
23. Parents provide support to the school on discipline. 
24. Students treat teachers with respect. 
25. There is good student attendance in this school. 
26. There is an effective Drug and Alcohol Education program. 
27. Student opinions on discipline matter in this school. 
28. There are opportunities for students to explore careers and engage in learning 

experiences outside the regular classroom. 
29. All students have an equal opportunity to succeed and be recognized. 
30. This school rewards excellence in achievement, good behavior, and attendance. 
31. Students are satisfied with the variety of extracurricular activities in this school 

(clubs, sports, etc.) 
32. There is an active student government in this school.  
33. There is good communication between students and the principal. 
34. Teachers try to understand how students feel and learn. 
35. Teachers know their subject area well. 
36. Teachers are friendly and support students 
 

Other surveys available 
 
While these surveys are available it is important to remember that all surveus can be 
modified for any school’s specific purposes. 

• Assessment of Beliefs 
• Staff Perceptions of Support Programs 
• Organizational Quality Needs Assessment 
• Health Education Needs Assessment 
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• AIDS Education Needs Assessment 
• Drug & Alcohol Education Needs Assessment 
• Family Life Education Needs Assessment 
• Shared Decision Making and Collaborative Planning 
• Learning Empowerment Survey 
• School Quality Needs Assessment 
• Character Education (see character education needs assessment below) 

 
• Make your own survey including surveys for any organization (assistance    
 available tkelly7662@aol.com) 
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CHAPTER 9 

 
THE IDEAL PRE-K – 12 + READING PROGRAM FOR ALL 

 
There are many programs currently in use for teaching reading.  Unfortunately while all 
of them work for some students some of the time, none of them work for all students all 
of the time.  We can build a reading program based on strategies that will work for all 
students all of the time. 
 

What’s wrong with the eclectic approach? 
 
At the outset let me ask the reader to keep an open mind.  Our schools are caught in 
the trap of “conventional thinking.”  The expression is a contradiction in terms.  
Conventional thinking is not thinking.  It is slothful adherence to the intellectual ruts in 
the road to truth.  Let’s consider something different.  The program below is based on 
my experience as a reading teacher and supervisor, dramatic improvement that I have 
seen in hundreds of students, including those at above and way below grade level in 
their reading, as well as the systems principles of W. Edwards Deming and William 
Glasser. 
 
In the area of reading, many efforts have been made to address the needs of all 
students.  Despite these efforts, student reading nationally is about where it has been 
for decades.  The typical strategy is to use “an eclectic approach.”  This is based on the 
belief that no one reading program will work for all students.  Therefore we must use a 
variety of programs to offer a variety of strategies.  The rational is based on knowing 
that while all students will not succeed with some of them, at least each student gets 
some instruction that will work for him.  While nothing is for everyone, the goal is to 
provide something for everyone.   
 
In pursuit of this goal, this shotgun approach “strategy” is resulting in many students 
failing to learn to read.  What generally goes unconsidered is how much time is wasted 
as well as failure and frustration experienced by each student on those components of 
these programs that do not work for them.   
 
The alternative needed is to see if we can identify any specific strategies that work for 
all students.  If we can, no student will spend time expending effort on strategies that 
frustrate and do not work for that student.   
 
We need reading programs that contain only those strategies that work for all.  In fact 
we can identify twenty-two specific strategies that work for all students.  In so doing we 
can construct a reading program that will eliminate the many stumbling blocks that are 
presently placed in front of millions of students each day in school as they go through 
the variety of strategies included in virtually all reading programs. 
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The reading program described below works for all students.  Further, it works best for 
all students because it avoids all of the methods that require students to learn through 
their various weaknesses.  The “learning disabilities” that plague so many students in 
their efforts to read are eliminated by use of this program.  I will deal at length with this 
topic of “teaching disabilities” later. 
 

22 necessary strategies for teaching all students to read 
 
The more these strategies are included in a reading program, the higher students will 
achieve in reading.  These practices must be built into program materials and easy for 
teachers to manage.  
 
Ironically, the list of necessary strategies does not include most strategies virtually 
always included in teacher training courses on the teaching of reading, textbooks on the 
teaching of reading or that go on every day in more than 95% of the classrooms in the 
country.  What is not on the list of 22 is counterproductive, wasteful of time and energy 
and ineffective.  It should be deleted from all reading programs and teaching. 
 
1 All reading activities are always related to meaning or comprehension.  Those 
activities unrelated to comprehension are by definition “meaningless.” Content of most 
textbooks for teaching reading include less that 10% related directly to comprehension.  
Consequently, most of the time currently expended in most reading programs, 
especially in elementary schools, is made up of activities with no relation to 
comprehension.  There should be no time spent on meaningless activities.  
Comprehension activities  include 1) making inferences (aka drawing conclusions or 
deduction), 2) using context to get meaning (aka part-whole relationships), getting the 
main idea (aka generalizing or induction), 4) identifying pronoun antecedents,                
5) process of elimination, 6) differences of kind vs. degree (quality vs. quantity),          
7) categorization, 8) making comparisons (similarities and differences).   
 
2 All reading activities include an ongoing process for assessment of 
comprehension.  The standard current practice of periodic tests for assessment of 
student reading is totally inadequate for improving learning.  We can and should 
continue to give these tests for purposes of monitoring program effectiveness.  That is 
important but is their only value.  They have no value for improving student 
achievement.  Assessment of comprehension should be built into all activities as they 
take place.  All comprehension errors both on tests and other activities should be used 
as learning opportunities.  For mastery, students must be able to explain why answers 
are wrong.   They must first attempt to correct all errors independently or with help only 
if necessary. 
 
3 Logic should be a specific component taught in comprehension work.  Logical 
errors should be pointed out in correcting comprehension mistakes.  These include 1) 
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categorical confusion, 2) part – whole confusion, 3) circular reasoning, 4) extension to 
the absurd (aka reducio ad absurdum), 5) nonsequiture thinking, etc. 
 
4 Always provides for individual student differences, especially different reading 
levels.  This is the only format that improves student reading.  Forcing students to work 
above or below their individual level or faster or slower than their individual rate is 
frustrating and promotes failure and discipline problems.  Each student is unique.  
Therefore reading instruction should always provide for individual differences.  Any 
reading activities that do not provide for individual differences will invariably frustrate 
some students and bore others.  There are many ways to do this.  The computer, with 
the right software, makes it simple to manage and highly effective.  
 
5 All student work is done at their independent learning level.  Teachers act as 
tutors and resources when individual students need assistance.  Thus each student 
receives individual tutoring on those items that they do not understand.  Many efforts to 
individualize instruction in reading have failed because this principle was not enforced.  
When students are required to learn at levels above their independent level, they need 
constant teacher attention and the class is not manageable.  
  
6 Provides materials for students at all reading levels in any class.  Regardless of 
grade level, each teacher must have the means to deal with students reading at any 
level.  For example, a 5th grade teacher must have a program that provides the means 
to deal with a student reading at a first grade level and another reading at a 10th grade 
level.  This Includes pre-k - 12+ graded materials for continuous student progress to 
teach comprehension available to all teachers at all times.  Most students are not 
reading on grade level.  All teachers must be equipped with instructional material at all 
grade levels to enable them to effectively instruct any student that may be in their class.  
They need appropriate materials for all.  We spend time planning lessons.  We should 
be planning pre-K – 12+ programs that provide teachers in each classroom with 
everything they need to move students sequentially as far and fast as they can go 
starting at whatever reading level they are functioning upon entering a class, regardless 
of the grade they are in.   
 
7 All students have an individualized vocabulary program.  This takes the form of 
vocabulary in context only since this is how we all learn vocabulary from reading new 
words in context.  This is the only method of teaching vocabulary that stresses 
comprehension.  Others do not.  All others stress memorization.  No other methods for 
teaching vocabulary should be used.  It will not include suffixes and prefixes as a 
method for learning vocabulary since this is far less effective, boring and tedious.   
 
 Students need to learn to use context to get the meaning of unknown words as they 
read throughout life.  This method of learning vocabulary is and always will be available 
any time we read without any special or additional materials.  All good readers know 
how to use it. 
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Spelling is also not included in the vocabulary program since it is unrelated to reading.  I 
am a horrible speller but an outstanding reader, which is true of millions of Americans.  
Spelling has nothing to do with reading comprehension.  For more on spelling see 
“Spelling: Tyranny of the Irrelevant” below. 
 
8 The program includes Pre-K – 12+ graded materials to teach vocabulary in 
context.  Just as teachers need all levels of materials to teach all levels of student 
comprehension in any class, so also these are needed for all levels of student 
vocabulary.   
 
9 Includes an individualized portfolio based writing component.  Writing and 
reading are two ends of the same stick.  Any improvement in either one will cause 
improvement in the other.  Writing instruction can and should be individualized through 
use of portfolios and greatly enhanced by allowing students to use word processors.   
 
Since computers are now ubiquitous, all students should be allowed to use them to 
write at all times.  This would eliminate the learning disability known as “dysgraphia.”  
This “learning disability” currently exists for millions of students only because the 
present system denies them access to this empowering tool available to them 
everywhere but the typical classroom.  I have seen hundreds of dyslexic students write 
without difficulty on computers. 
 
10 Correct spelling is always required for finished products in writing, but  are 
allowed access to all spelling tools such as dictionaries, spell check, etc. just as they 
are in any environment other than the typical classroom. 
 
11 Provides for easy program placement of individual students according to their 
individual reading levels.  Materials must provide teachers the means to ascertain each 
student’s individual reading level and place them appropriately in the pre-K – 12+ 
reading program so that each will be working at their own level.  This must be an easily 
managed and quick process.  Reading samples from graded materials with 
comprehension questions can be used for this purpose.  For example, a student 
entering a sixth grade class can be given a brief placement exercise at grade four.  If he 
does it correctly he gets a higher one.  If done incorrectly he gets a lower one.  Once he 
is on the correct level for him, he is placed in the corresponding level materials and 
begins to work.  The correct level for materials is his independent reading level on which 
he gets 90 to 100 percent correct without help. 
 
12 Provides a monitoring process for ongoing assessment of student progress with 
easy record keeping.  Tests given annually are not nearly enough to track student 
progress.  The reading program should provide ongoing means to monitor student 
progress by teachers and students, as well as parents.  It is especially important for 
students to see and correct their own errors as well as see their progress.  This enables 
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them to sell-assess.  A method for students and teachers to continuously monitor 
progress must be built into the program materials.  They will continue to take periodic 
standardized reading tests but score much higher because of their much more effective 
program.  Mastery of comprehension must always be demonstrated before moving on. 
 
This assessment/self-assessment process must be completely incorporated in the 
learning materials and process, requiring no additional time or energy.  Many attempts 
to deal with individualized instruction have failed because teacher simply could not 
manage the extra time, work and complexity of assessment.  Though certainly not the 
only method, computers with the right software are especially easy for teachers and 
students to effectively manage all of this. 
 
13 Provides for easy student self-assessment.  Both Glasser and Deming are telling 
us that only self-assessment can bring excellence.  It is therefore necessary to enable 
students to assess their own work as they do it, not merely receive assessments by 
others at infrequent intervals.   
 
As students learn to self-assess they will learn to self correct and self improve.  Once 
students recognize the empowering nature of this self-assessment/self improvement 
process, learning will become a highly successful and motivational life long process. 
 
14 Provides for staff collective self-assessment of the school-wide reading program.  
At least annual program assessment must be conducted by all staff involved in the 
reading program for school wide program improvement.  Current practices of using 
state and standardized tests to assess programs do not result in program improvement 
any more that they result in improvement of student achievement.  We have been 
engaged in that futile effort for at least 50 years.  These tests are “after the fact” 
assessments.  They tell us what happened.  They tell us nothing about why it 
happened. 
 
Student achievement is an effect.  The reading program is its cause.  If we want to 
improve the effect (reading achievement), we must improve the cause: the reading 
program.  This can be done by staff using program needs effectiveness surveys to 
guide assessment and improvement of what is needed to improve the reading program 
and know when it is in place.  See below. 
 
15 Oral Reading is always voluntary.  Fear of public speaking is the most common 
human fear.  Psychologists agree it is even greater than fear of darkness or fear of 
death.  Requiring all students to read orally causes major problems for many students 
who are in fact terrified.  I was such a student, the fact that I was a good reader 
notwithstanding.   
 
If we do not require students to read orally, how can we monitor student progress?  
Since reading is comprehension, we can have students answer written comprehension 
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questions.  This should follow all reading activities to check comprehension.  Reading 
privately to the teacher is not recommended in most cases.  Oral reading tests are 
unnecessary and frightening to many. 
 
Public speaking is a valid and valuable skill that all can learn.  However, the reading 
program should not be used for this purpose.  No student should be forced to speak 
when they are terrified.  
 
16 Provides for easy coordination of each student’s program between grades.  
Public schools have 13 years to teach.  Each year they change grades and a new 
teacher must continue their progress.  Typically a great deal of program information for 
each student is lost in this transition.  The program should have built in means for the 
new teacher to see exactly where each student stopped in June and where to begin the 
next year’s work in September.  Creating a pre K – 12+ continuous progress reading 
program makes this easily doable.  Portfolios can make this easy for writing.  Samples 
of reading comprehension exercises from the end of the last year can easily be placed 
in the writing portfolio.  Computer software is also available now making this process 
quite manageable. 
 
17 Provides for easy coordination of each student’s program between schools.  
Generally the difficulty of program continuity is even more problematic when students 
change schools.  Inspection of student achievement data at the end of the first year in 
the next school invariable shows declining growth across achievement areas.  The 
reading program must provide teachers with the means to know where each student is 
to begin in the new school.  The same processes as recommended above can be used.  
Whatever is used must be easily managed by teachers.   
 
Special education inclusion of all but the most severely disabled students is a routine 
matter due to the individualization of instruction using the methods above.  Special 
education children will simply be individual students in an individualized program.  While 
they may start at lower levels than other students, they still receive the same program at 
their individual levels.  I included all but the most severely disabled special education 
students in my reading program in the South Bronx.  In those days we called it 
“mainstreaming.”  I needed no additional teacher or other form of assistant in the room 
with me. 
 
18 Non-English speaking students can be included in the reading program since it 
starts with the most basic literacy level and progresses sequentially higher.  Once 
again, they will simply be “individual” students functioning at their language levels.  
Before we had ESL and Bilingual programs non-English speaking children were 
routinely sent to the reading teacher.  This was done because a reading teacher is 
trained to teach reading readiness to young students who are close to non-English 
speaking.  It never was a problem since I had materials for that purpose.  Multi media 
and multisensory materials available now make this easier and even more effective. 
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19 Technology, especially computers, is available to all students with visual, 
auditory and tactile methods of processing information.  This offers three learning 
modalities simultaneously and is interactive and far more engaging than only print 
material.  While everything listed here can be done without technology, it’s appropriate 
use expedites and enhances learning exponentially. 
 
20 Provides effective methods and materials for students with learning disabilities.  
The implementation of points 1 – 20 above will minimize, and indeed eliminate, most so 
called learning disabilities.  These “disabilities” exist only because the present system 
stresses teaching through use of meaningless fragments as is the case with phonics 
and other methods that are not necessary.  Learning is a holistic process.  People learn 
through integrating new concepts into those already learned.   
 
21 Errors are seen as learning opportunities to be corrected and mastered.  When a 
student makes a mistake he has identified something he does not understand.  He will 
attempt to correct it on his own but receive teacher assistance when necessary.  In this 
process the teacher acts as a tutor and teaches each student only that which they 
individually need and are ready to learn. 
 
22 Stresses nonfiction materials with basic social studies and science content.  We 
must recognize the ever increasing amount of new knowledge to be learned in these 
important areas.  Reading in the content areas has never worked because it did not 
deal with different individual student reading levels.  Content in the reading area works.  
Because students are working with content at their individual levels, they will learn far 
more in preparation for later content courses than they do now. 
 
It should be noted that while some of the items listed above are included in eclectic 
programs, most are usually not present in them or in traditional reading programs such 
as phonics, whole language and others.  Conversely, most reading programs include 
many activities that have little or no value for learning to read.   
 
The needs assessment survey below empowers educators to identify and implement 
the necessary strategies and eliminate the ineffective ones. 
 

Staff needs assessment survey for school reading program 
 
Deming tells us that quality is commitment to continuous improvement.  We can 
establish a continuous improvement process for a school wide reading program.  The 
reading program should empower both teachers to teach and students to learn.  This 
process has 4 basic steps.   
 
Step 1 Set up an ongoing school wide reading program self assessment and self 
improvement process.  Typically we assess student achievement (effect) with state and 
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standardized tests but do not assess the reading program (cause) that produces the 
student achievement measured by these tests.  We assess effects (scores) but not their 
causes (curricula/programs).  If we are to improve effects, we must improve/change 
their causes.  Assessing student test scores is necessary to measure student 
achievement but not sufficient to cause improvement in their achievement.  These 
assessments are post mortem assessment process.  The assessment described here 
represents a structural change in the assessment that must be made to improve the 
structure of the system and thereby its effect/product – learning.  Use of a staff needs 
assessment survey as seen below can provide the means.  All staff that teach and/or 
supervise the reading program should complete the survey. 
 
This reading program teacher needs assessment survey can be used to empower staff 
collectively to: 

1. Identify needed changes in the school wide reading program 
2. Focus on staff identified priority needs to improve the reading program 
3. Develop plans based on identified and prioritized needs to make such 
 improvement 
4. Implement needed changes and periodically identify additional needed 
 changes with priorities set collectively by staff  
5. Resurvey to assess progress 
6. Set new priorities for improvement as needed.   
7. Repeat steps 1 – 6 for ongoing improvement. 

 
This systemic assessment survey process can be similarly performed for any and all 
curricula areas as well as any other subsystem in the school or school district.  See 
needs Assessment surveys for systemic assessment. 
Step 2 Do staff assessment of program needs 
 

STAFF READING PROGRAM NEEDS ASSESSMENT SURVEY 
By Thomas F. Kelly, Ph. D. 

 
Rate each reading program component from 0 to 4 for its importance and existence in 
your school’s reading program.  You are asked to rate both to identify needs in your 
professional judgment.  A need by definition is a difference or discrepancy between 
what we have and what we want.  To identify these needs, we need two ratings for each 
survey item.   
 
When you are done, a profile will be generated listing the needs of the reading program 
in priority order from least to most needed according to the composite views of the 
professional staff.  Use machine scoreable response sheet to record your assessment if 
you choose machine scoring.  See www.wecandomoreandbetterwithless.com .  For 
each program component, rate its importance and existence in your school’s reading 
program from a low of 0 to a high of 4: 
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0 Never, 1 rarely, 2 sometimes,  3 usually, 4 always 
 
The reading program: 
 
1. Empowers staff to relate all reading activities to meaning or comprehension 
2. Empowers teachers to meet individual student needs 
3. Empowers staff to share methods and materials  
4. All reading activities include an ongoing process for assessment of 

comprehension 
5. Logic is a specific component taught in comprehension work 
6. All student work is done at their independent learning level enabling  teachers to 

manage differences 
7. Provides means to place individual  in the program quickly and efficiently 

according to their individual reading levels 
8. Improvement of this curriculum is ongoing 
9. Staff meeting time is used for this curriculum as needed 
10. Staff all have a common understanding of this program 
11. There is staff development in reading based on needs identified by staff 
12. Empowers teachers to continuously assess relevance of curriculum to determine 

what reading skills are essential knowledge for all  to master 
13. Essential knowledge in reading is identified and given priority for as long as 

necessary to accomplish student mastery 
14. Defines mastery as virtually 100% 
15. Empowers teachers to continuously assess curriculum to determine what reading 

is desirable though not essential for all 
16. Empowers teachers to continuously assess curriculum to determine what reading 

is no longer relevant and should be deleted from the curriculum 
17. Provides for  at all reading levels in any class 
18. Provides applications of new learning 
19. Empowers teachers to continuously assess student comprehension and 

applications easily (monitor student progress) 
20. Includes an ongoing process for student self-assessment of comprehension and 

applications 
21. Empowers teachers to provide for individual student differences, especially 

different reading levels 
22. Empowers teachers to have time in class to tutor individual  who need help 
23. Includes pre-k - 12+ graded materials for continuous student progress to teach 

comprehension available to all teachers regardless of grades they teach 
24. All  have an individualized vocabulary program 
25. The program includes Pre-K – 12+ graded materials to teach vocabulary in 

context 
26. Provides an easily managed monitoring process for ongoing assessment of 

student progress with easy record keeping 
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27. Empowers staff to collectively conduct periodic school wide self-assessment of 
the reading program 

28. Empowers teachers to easily coordinate each student’s reading program 
between grades 

29. Empowers teachers to easily coordinate each student’s reading program 
between schools 

30. Empowers teachers to effectively include all but the most severely disabled 
special education  in regular reading classes 

31. Empowers teachers to determine when  are ready for tests   
32. Empowers teachers to use technology, especially computers, to teach reading at 

all times 
33. Provides effective methods and materials for  with learning disabilities   
34. Student errors are seen as learning opportunities to be corrected and mastered 

first by the student and if necessary by the teacher    
35. Includes an individualized portfolio based writing component 
36. Empowers staff to collectively conduct periodic school wide self-assessment of 

the reading program   
37. Special education inclusion of all but the most severely disabled  is a routine 

matter 
38. Technology, especially computers, is available to all  at all times 
39. Curriculum development and selection always focuses on empowering staff to 

meet individual student needs/reading levels 
40. Teachers have time in class to tutor individual  who need help 
41. Oral reading is always voluntary.  Comprehension is checked through written 

work. 
42. Non-English speaking  can be included in the reading program 
43. Provides for easy program placement of individual  according to their individual 

reading levels 
 
It should be noted that additional items can be added to the survey if your school wishes 
up to a maximum of 70. 
 
This systemic assessment survey process can be similarly performed for all curricula 
areas as well as any other subsystem (character education, staff morale, etc.) in the 
school or school district. 
 
Step 3 Develop a plan based on the staff reading program needs assessment survey.  
This can be done by simply listing the areas of need from greatest to lowest need and 
leaving space after each to fill in strategies, methods, materials, etc. to address the 
need.  Thus the process empowers professional staff to: 
 

1. Identify and agree upon priority needs for improving the reading program 
2. Implement program assessment and improvement as never before and  
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3. Practice Deming’s quality principle of continuous improvement of the 
 reading program (I e system) 

 
Step 4 Staff implement the reading program improvement plan and reassess. 
Repeat the process until all identified needs/strategies are fully in place.  Since all of 
these reading strategies work for all , as your reading program increases their existence 
and use, student achievement levels will rise.  Increasing use of any of these strategies 
will help.  The more your program implements them the more dramatically student 
achievement in reading will improve and achievement test scores will rise, regardless of 
what reading test is used. 
 
It should be noted that these program components should be used when selecting 
reading program materials including software.  These teacher and student empowering 
components should be built into the curriculum materials. 
 

WHAT DOES NOT WORK 
 

If we are ever to improve the system we must, as Jim Collins says, “confront the brutal 
facts.”  We must identify whatever we are doing that does not work before we can 
change it.  This requires the courage to hold long standing programs, practices and 
beliefs up to the light of assessment. 

 
The fallacy of phonics 

 
This ideal reading program for all students does not include phonics.  While phonics 
“works” for many students, it does not work for many others.  When we say phonics 
“works” we really mean it enables some students to recognize words.  Putting words 
into contexts enables all students to recognize words.  Each new word learned goes 
into their recognition memory and increases the context for more learning.  In other 
words, each new word learned increases their ability to learn. 
 
This reading program will include only what works for all.  Phonics has no use for 
mature readers who do not read by sounding out words.  Even if they did, the English 
language is 40% phonically irregular.   
 
We do not need phonics to learn to read.  It should be eliminated from all reading 
programs with the possible exception of some limited use in programs for foreign 
speaking students who are unfamiliar with English phonics. Even with these it should be 
a very small part of a program that stresses comprehension and learning new words in 
context.   
 
Read this: 
 
I cdnuolt blveiee taht I cluod aulaclty uesdnatnrd waht I was rdanieg The phaonmneal 
pweor of the hmuan mnid Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch taem at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it 
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deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoatnt tihng is taht the 
frist and lsat ltteer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be a taotl mses and you can sitll 
raed it wouthit a porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae the huamn ! mnid deos not raed ervey lteter 
by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe. Such a cdonition is arppoiately cllaed Typoglycemia. 
 
Amzanig huh?  
 
Phonics has nothing to do with reading in general and comprehension in particular.  It is 
a source of failure for millions of students each year and while it may have marginal 
value in word recognition, it is for the most part a total of time for all.  It presently makes 
up the bulk of instruction in early grades all across the country.  The smallest unit of 
instruction should be whole words in context of some kind, other words and/or pictures 
with ever present comprehension questions. 
 
Tragically years of “reading instruction” yield only failure and frustration for a large 
percentage of students and are virtually useless for all.  Years of precious instructional 
time that could be used for far more effective means is wasted.  While phonics is 
detrimental for all students in learning to read (at least in that it is a waste of time) it is 
particularly so for dyslexic, learning disabled and special education students. 
 
The flaws in Whole Language 
 
The Whole Language movement started off with a great first premise: People learn 
holistically.  The reason phonics does not work is because it is an endless stream of 
meaningless fragments.   The weaknesses in the “Whole Language” program as 
presently taught greatly reduce its effectiveness.  Essential components of an effective 
reading program are missing.  These weaknesses include: 

1. lack of consistent emphasis on comprehension,  
2. inconsistent match of materials levels and individual student reading 

levels,  
3. lack of a monitoring system for student progress,  
4. no systematic vocabulary in context component 
5. no emphasis on use of technology.   
6. heavy emphasis on fiction to the exclusion of nonfiction, 

While all of these weaknesses are not present in all whole language programs, most of 
them are present in virtually all of them. 
 

Why tracking and grouping do not work 
 
Tracking and grouping students is as old as public education in America.  Both are a 
primitive attempt intended to deal with student differences.  While attempting to do this 
is appropriate recognition of the need to do it, it falls far short of effective.  Setting up 
classes and /or reading groups based on students who are on the same or similar 
reading level is a standard practice in most reading programs.  Historically this is the 
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oldest attempt to deal with student differences.  While still practiced, it fails completely 
to deal with the critical individual student differences that still exist within each class or 
group. 
 
While these practices have been used for many decades without positive results, they 
have negative results that are frequently devastating to students and their achievement.  
They tend to become the source of permanently low expectations for many students.  
The fact that they are in the “low” group becomes the rational for the expectation that 
they belong there permanently.  They become labeled “slow learners” and the rest of 
their education is adjusted accordingly.   
 

The fallacy of the social promotion vs. retention debate 
 
This fallacy is based on a false first premise:  It is the students' responsibility to be ready 
for school (kindergarten, the next grade level, high school, etc.).  This is backwards.  It 
is the school’s responsibility to be ready for the students.  The trained, paid adult 
professionals are responsible to be ready for the children.  As long as this universally 
accepted false premise remains in place, the system will continue to blame the 
children/victims. 
 
Nationally retention vs. social promotion is one of the most futile of many futile ongoing 
debates that never ends.  Often surrounded by far more heat than light, it is a great 
example of bipolar thinking, limiting the options to only two, either or.  Emotions can run 
frighteningly high on both sides.  I have had the opportunity to ask literally thousands of 
educators the following two questions. 
 
1 Do you believe that social promotion improves student achievement?   
The virtually uncontested answer is “NO!” 
 
2 Do you believe that retention improves student achievement?   
The virtually uncontested answer again is “NO!” 
 
Far more than 90% of educators answer both questions in the negative.  Our endless 
passionate debate is over two choices both of which we all know do not work.   
 
The solution is a third alternative, not presently even being considered by most of the 
educational establishment. We must accept the system’s responsibility to deal with the 
differences in our children.  The only thing that will work is an effective reading program 
that deals with the individual student language differences, regardless of what grade 
level they are in.  They can get this individual level of program in either the retained 
grade or the next grade.  Therefore, keep them with their grade level peers and give 
them the level of program they need at that next grade level.  The same is true for 
mathematics and writing. 
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Individualized instruction is discussed in many places in this book.  A good 
individualized program makes grade level placement irrelevant other than to keep 
students with their age peers, which can and should still be done. 
 

The fallacy of lack of parental involvement  
 
During an interview for a position as superintendent, a board of education member 
informed me that they were very interested in getting more parent involvement in their 
schools.  They had made numerous and extensive efforts to do that, but had not been 
able to increase their involvement. I was asked, “What would you do to increase parent 
involvement? 
 
My response surprised the board members. I said, “Nothing.”  In my long career I have 
observed many and extensive efforts to increase parent involvement.  None have ever 
worked.  The truth is that those parents who are inclined and able to come into school 
do and those that are disinclined and/or unable do not.  We want as much parent 
support as possible but must recognize this reality.  Expending significant resources in 
that effort meant they were not being expended in other areas where they could be 
helpful. 
 
I didn’t get the job.  Just as well.  We are faced with social conditions that make it 
difficult if not impossible for many parents to come into school.  Many work, often more 
than one job.  Some think education is the school’s job whether we agree or not.  Some 
families are so dysfunctional they can’t help the school or their own children. 
 
What all too often happens is the school uses the real lack of parent involvement as an 
excuse for low student achievement.  Once while teaching a school leadership course 
to new administrators one of them brought up the topic of parent support.  He went into 
a rant, “What about the parents?  They don’t help, don’t care, don’t come in…”   
 
When he finally stopped ranting I replied, “I agree that all too often what you are saying 
is true.  My question for you as a school leader is what are you going to do about it 
besides complain?”  His response was embarrassed silence.  I felt no sympathy for his 
embarrassment.  Empowering student learning in school is educators’ responsibility, 
with or without parent support. 
 

School reform can work 
 
The damage done by endless mandates made by distant politicians and bureaucrats is 
incalculable.  Resources needed to pursue improvement are being diverted to comply 
with mandates that educators in classrooms for good reasons do not believe in.  They 
will not and should not commit to or support these destructive mandates.  Political 
pressure and fear intimidate most educators into a degree of compliance activities that 
they know are futile, but will at least temporarily defray state and federal wrath. 
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Ever since “A nation at Risk” in 1982, state leadership in virtually every state has 
followed the lead of that report which recommended such measures as a longer school 
day, a longer school year, more required homework, etc.; all coercive measures.  
Certainly the states and federal Department of Education have since extended the 
coercive strategies way beyond the recommendations of the report.  Of the literally 
hundreds of coercive strategies attempted over the past two decades, not one can be 
shown to have been effective in bringing excellence to a single school. 
 
The best definition of insanity I have ever heard is to continue to do what obviously does 
not work and expect effective results. 
 
Perhaps the greatest irony here is that the knowledge of how to deal effectively with 
these issues already exists.  W. Edwards Deming is not some remote philosopher.  His 
fourteen points are not a secret.  The reform effort could easily be put on track to 
success if state and federal authorities would simply try his methods.  After more than 
two decades of clear and obvious failure, what harm could it do? 
 
Deming’s ideas can be verified through historical observation.  The track record of his 
astonishing successes is well known and documented.  Careful experiments to apply 
his ideas in schools will also verify their validity and extraordinary value for improving 
student achievement.   
 
We can also take each of the plethora of mandates already attempted (and the concept 
of mandates itself) and hold them up to his fourteen points.  Each can be seen to violate 
these proven management axioms.  Future plans could be effective if each proposal 
were held up to these criteria before action is attempted.  Those that are consistent 
should be implemented, while those that are inconsistent should be discarded. 
 
Training for educational leadership is currently the single most needed staff 
development program, although educational leaders are usually the last to receive 
training.  The higher up the bureaucracy we go, the less training is generally done.  
Administrators are trained far less frequently than teachers.  Boards of education are 
rarely trained and State Education Department personnel receive even less.  The same 
educational leaders who will tell you that students should be lifelong learners generally 
see no need for continuing their own learning.  Ironically, Deming points out that 
successful change cannot occur without the support and leadership of those in charge. 
 
We should add the psychology of William Glasser to the training needed.  It is also 
invaluable. 
 
It is important to remember that most of our leaders are well meaning good people.  
They are simply stuck in an anachronistic bureaucratic paradigm, the origin of which 
goes back thousands of years (at least to ancient Egypt).  Excellence in our schools will 
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not happen until our leadership abandons this dysfunctional bureaucratic paradigm of 
coercion and adopts a new paradigm of leadership.  Until then their policies will 
continue to destroy the system they are intended to improve. 
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CHAPTER 10 
 

THE IDEAL MATHEMATICS AND WRITING PROGRAMS FOR ALL STUDENTS 
 
We hear much about second languages.  In fact we already have a second language in 
our culture; mathematics.  While secondary to English in its importance, it is 
nonetheless extremely important.   
 
Mathematics is presently the most feared and disliked (even hated) curriculum in our 
schools.  This is as unfortunate as it is unnecessary. 
 
1 As with all curriculum, essential and enrichment knowledge as well as knowledge 
to be deleted must be clearly delineated in mathematics.  Certain mathematics 
knowledge is essential for all students.  This is a relatively small amount of the present 
curriculum that all are required to “learn.”  The standard for essential knowledge for all 
people is that which all people need to lead a happy and successful life in our culture. 
 
2 Essential mathematics for all people includes  

a. understanding and ability to apply the four functions of addition, 
 subtraction, multiplication and division 
b. recognition of basic fractions 
c. decimals 
d. percents 
e. word problems using numbers 1 –4 and 
f. use of spread sheets. 

 
3 Essential mathematics for all people does not include application of the four 
functions to fractions (when is the last time you used division of mixed numbers?), 
Algebra (when is the last time you did a quadratic equation?), and all other levels of 
advanced mathematics.  Like most of my fellow Ph. D’s I cannot do algebra.  I have 
absolutely no need.  Other than professionals in the sciences, most of us have zero 
need for higher level mathematics.  Why then force all students to take it?   
 
Unfortunately schools are presently forcing all students into advanced mathematics that 
the overwhelming majority will never need and frequently are not ready to learn 
because they have not mastered the essential basic mathematics that is prerequisite.  
We have students failing what is useless for them while lacking mastery of what is 
essential. 
 
4 Higher levels of mathematics should be available to all as an option.  Ironically, if 
we succeeded in teaching the basics of mathematics to a mastery level we would have 
far more students choosing and succeeding in the higher levels.   
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The 21st century will require far more people highly trained in both mathematics and 
science.  The ideal program with its emphasis on mastery of essential knowledge 
prerequisite for success in higher levels of academic subjects will inevitably prepare far 
more to succeed in higher levels of mathematics and science as well as all other 
academic subjects. 
 
5 Essential mathematics should be individualized for all students.  The present 
group instruction that dominates in most mathematics classrooms has never produced 
high math achievement for most students.  Individualized programs should extend into 
the higher levels of mathematics as an option and resource for those who chose to 
advance beyond the essential. 
 
6 While higher levels of mathematics can also be taught in groups as long as the 
entire group has all prerequisites necessary for success, individualized programs will 
generally work better than groups by allowing students to work at their individual level 
and progress at their own rate. 
 
7 Computers and calculators should be available for all mathematics work at all 
times, including tests.  These remove the typical “learning disabilities” that block high 
achievement in all levels of mathematics.  They are also virtually always available in the 
real world outside school.  There use will not diminish any students' learning in any way.  
They remove the tedium and drudgery and make mathematics fun. 
 
8 Computers make individualization of mathematics instruction easy.  The three 
learning styles (visual, auditory, and tactile) that are simultaneously available in the best 
software greatly enhance’ power to learn. 
 
9 Reference books and learning tools should be available for all math work at all 
times.  Memorization of formulas, geometric theorems, etc. should never be required.  
Only understanding and application should be required for those taking higher levels of 
mathematics as in any other area of curriculum.  Allowing use of reference books and 
learning tools (calculators, computers, references, etc.) on tests simply replicates 
authentic practices when solving problems in the real world.   
 

Mathematics needs assessment survey 
 

Staff needs assessment surveys for school mathematics program 
 
Deming tells us that quality is commitment to continuous improvement.  We can 
establish a continuous improvement process for a school wide mathematics program.  
The math program should empower both teachers to teach and students to learn.  This 
process has 4 basic steps.   
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Step 1  Set up an ongoing mathematics program school wide self assessment 
process.  Typically we assess student achievement (effect) with state and standardized 
tests but do not assess the math program (cause) that produces the student 
achievement measured by these tests.  We assess effects (scores) but not their causes 
(curricula/programs).  If we are to improve effects, we must improve/change their 
causes.  Assessing student test scores is necessary to measure student achievement 
but not sufficient to cause improvement in their achievement.  These assessments are 
post mortem assessments.  This is a structural change in assessment that must be 
made to improve the structure of the system and thereby its effect/product; learning.  
Use of a staff needs assessment survey as seen below can provide the means.  All staff 
that teach and/or supervise the math program should complete the survey. 
 
This math program teacher needs assessment survey can be used to empower staff to 
collectively: 

1. Identify needed changes in the school wide math program 
2. Focus on staff identified priority needs to improve the math program 
3. Develop plans based on identified and prioritized needs to make such 
 improvement 
4. Implement needed changes 
5. Resurvey to assess progress and identify additional needed changes 
6. Set new priorities for improvement as needed.   
7. Repeat steps 1 – 6 for ongoing program improvement.     

 
This systemic assessment survey process can be similarly performed for any and all 
curricula areas as well as any other subsystem in the school or school district.  See 
needs Assessment surveys for systemic assessment. 
 
Step 2  Do staff assessment of mathematics program needs.  
 
Rate each math program component from 0 to 4 for its importance and existence in 
your school’s math program.  You are asked to rate both to identify needs in your 
professional judgment.  A need by definition is a difference or discrepancy between 
what we have and what we want.  To identify these needs, we need two ratings for each 
survey item.   
 
When you are done, a profile will be generated listing the needs of the math program in 
priority order from least to most needed according to the composite views of the 
professional staff.  Use machine scoreable response sheet to record your assessment.  
If you choose machine scoring see www.wecandomoreandbetterwithless.com.  For 
each program component, rate its importance and existence in your school’s math 
program from a low of 0 to a high of 4: 
 

0 Never 1 rarely 2 sometimes  3 usually 4 always 
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The math program: 
 
1. Empowers staff to share methods and materials  
2. Empowers teachers to meet individual student needs 
3. Promotes self directed learning 
4. Develops problem solving skills 
5. Encourages teamwork and cooperative learning 
6. Avoids memorization of unnecessary facts 
7. Emphasizes the real world use and value of mathematics knowledge 
8. Improvement of this school wide curriculum is ongoing 
9. Staff meeting time is used for this curriculum as needed 
10. Staff all have a common understanding of this program 
11. There is staff development in math bases on needs identified by staff 
12. Empowers teachers to continuously assess relevance of curriculum to determine 

what math is essential knowledge for all  to master 
13. Essential knowledge in math is identified and given priority for as long as 

necessary to accomplish student mastery 
14. Defines mastery as virtually 100% 
15. Empowers teachers to continuously assess curriculum to determine what math is  

desirable though not essential for all 
16. Empowers teachers to continuously assess curriculum to determine what math is 

no longer relevant and should be deleted from the curriculum 
17. Relates all math activities to comprehension –  understand why 
18. Provides applications of new learning 
19. Empowers teachers to continuously assess student comprehension and 

applications easily (monitor student progress)  
20. Includes an ongoing process for student self-assessment of comprehension and 

applications 
21. Empowers teachers to provide for individual student differences, especially 

different math levels   
22. Empowers  to work at their independent learning level 
23. Empowers teachers to have time in class to tutor individual  who need help 
24. Includes pre-k - 12+ graded materials for continuous student progress to teach 

math, available to all math teachers regardless of grades they teach 
25. Specialized math vocabulary is identified and taught to student mastery level 
26. Empowers teachers to place individual  in math according to their individual math 

levels 
27. Provides an easily managed monitoring process for ongoing assessment of 

student progress with easy record keeping 
28. Empowers staff to collectively conduct periodic school wide self-assessment of 

the math program  
29. Empowers teachers to easily coordinate each student’s mathematics program 

between grades  
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30. Empowers teachers to easily coordinate each student’s mathematics program 
between schools  

31. Empowers teachers to effectively include all but the most severely disabled 
special education  in regular math classes 

32. Empowers teachers to determine when  are ready for tests 
33. Empowers teachers to use technology, especially calculators and computers, to 

teach math at all times 
34. Provides effective methods and materials for  with learning disabilities 
35. Student errors are seen as learning opportunities to be corrected and mastered 

first by the student and if necessary by the teacher before going on 
36. Empowers teachers to include all but the most severely disabled   
37. Provides for easy program placement of individual  according to their individual 

math levels 
38. Curriculum development and selection always focuses on empowering staff to 

meet individual student needs/math levels 
39. Teachers have time in class to tutor individual  who need help 
40. Empowers  to use text books for formulas and facts, thereby stressing critical 

thinking, understanding and applications over rote memory 
 
It should be noted that additional items can be added to the survey if your school wishes 
up to a maximum of 70. 
 
This systemic assessment survey process can be similarly performed for all curricula 
areas as well as any other subsystem in the school or school district. 
 
Step 3  Develop a program improvement plan based on the staff mathematics 
program needs assessment survey.  This can be done by simply listing the areas of 
need from greatest to lowest and leaving space after each to fill in strategies, methods, 
materials, etc. to address the need.  Thus the process empowers professional staff to: 
 

a. Identify and agree upon priority needs for improving the math program 
b. Implement program assessment and improvement as never before 
c. Practice Deming’s quality principle of continuous improvement of the math 
 program (I e system) 

 
Step 4  Staff Implement the program improvement plan and reassess.  Repeat the 
process until all identified needs/changes are fully in place.  Since all of these strategies 
work for all students, as your math program increases their existence and use, student 
achievement levels will rise.  Increasing any of these strategies will help.  The more 
your program implements them the more dramatically student achievement in math will 
improve and achievement test scores will rise regardless of what math test is used. 
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It should be noted that these program components should be used when selecting math 
program materials including software.  These teacher and student empowering 
components should be built into the curriculum materials. 
 

THE IDEAL WRITING PROGRAM FOR ALL STUDENTS 
 

Writing = thinking 
 
While reading is extremely important, it is easier than writing.  Reading requires me to 
analyze thought constructed by others.  Writing requires me to construct thought and to 
do so in such a way that it can stand on its own and others can analyze and understand 
it.  Clearly writing is the more complex process.  Even among the relatively small 
percentage of our population who read very well, an even smaller minority to can write 
well.   
 
All of the language arts are interactive.  Improvement in any one brings corresponding 
improvement in the others.  Nonetheless, writing is the ultimate form of language 
development.  Speaking can always be clarified through questions and conversation. 
 
We have made significant progress in the area or writing but still have a long way to go.  
IN MANY WAYS WRITING IS THE ULTIMATE GOAL OF EDUCATION.  If there could 
be only one test for a high school diploma it should be writing.  Anyone who can write 
clearly and effectively can think and communicate clearly and effectively.  To all those 
who can do so the world is an infinite variety of opportunities.  To the rest it is an 
endless perplexing puzzle that is never solved.   
 
Unfortunately only a very small percentage of the population can write well.  Most 
college graduates cannot.  In fact, most professional people cannot.  Many who 
possess doctorates cannot.  Clearly there is much to be done in this curriculum area.  It 
offers us, along with reading, the most readily available opportunity to teach critical 
thinking.  Indeed the purpose of teaching reading and writing should always be to teach 
critical thinking. 
 
The following components make up an empowering high success writing program.  
These can be made into a separate writing program needs assessment survey or added 
to the reading survey to make a Language Arts survey. 
 
1 Use student portfolios to provide a powerful learning tool.  These can provide the 
means for teachers, parents and students to monitor individual student progress.  This 
is especially important for students since self-assessment is the only kind that brings 
excellence. 
 
2 Portfolios should keep only a limited number of dated writing samples.  
Overloading these portfolios causes loss of focus for anyone attempting to monitor 
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student progress.  The key to successful use of portfolios is to keep them brief.   should 
not keep every piece of work that they do.  That would make monitoring progress 
difficult for the student and impossible for the teacher who has many students to 
monitor.   
 
3 Because the students can see their own progress, properly used portfolios are 
highly motivational to students, teachers and parents.  Over time comparison of writing 
samples can demonstrate student progress far better than state writing tests. 
 
4 Portfolios facilitate inclusion of special education and gifted students by 
structuring each student’s writing program at their individual level.  Thus students at any 
writing level can work in the same class.  
 
5 Stress quality over quantity in all writing instruction.  It is not how many essays a 
student writes that matters but how well they write essays.  Each writing 
exercise/assignment should allow for as many drafts and revisions as necessary to 
reach a grade of “A” for that work.  Ironically, the more quality writing one does the more 
quantity one writes.  By stressing quantity we tend to get lots of inferior writing that does 
not improve student work in writing.  By stressing quality, we get not only more 
excellence in writing, but also more of writing (Increasing quality increases quantity).  In 
Gasser’s terms, once writing “enters my quality world” I see “writing is good.”  This 
causes me to not only strive to write ever better, but also to write more as well. 
 
6  should be taught to expect that quality writing will require multiple drafts to 
perfect.  The practice of writing one draft and getting a grade on that regrettably is still in 
use in too many classrooms.  It should be eliminated from our writing program.  
Excellent writing must be developed.  A computer with spell check facilitates multiple 
revisions with their corrections and improvements. 
 
7 A piece of writing is never complete until it is at a grade of “A.”  No grade/credit is 
given until that time. 
 
8 Allow use of all learning tools in all writing activities including tests.   should have 
access to computers, spell check, and any other resources they normally would have 
access to outside of school (i.e. in the “real world”) for writing. 
 
9 Spelling should count but only if students have access to spelling tools.   should 
have access to spell check and a dictionary at all times. If they do, spelling should be 
correct even on the earliest drafts.   
 
10 Writing portfolios can be entirely electronic.  Throughout their lives today’s 
students will have virtually unlimited access to computers.  This removes all of the 
problems with handwriting and spelling that now plague millions of students as well as 
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all of the record keeping required by students and teachers for an effective writing 
program portfolio. 
 
11 Portfolios can be used to monitor and coordinate student progress between 
grades and even between schools by simply passing on the portfolio at the end of the 
year to the next teacher.  Records for reading and mathematics can also be included in 
portfolios.  They should not be restricted to writing.  Always keep in mind the critical 
need for brevity and focus in each portfolio for manageability. 
 
Electronic portfolios now offer immense opportunity to individualize instruction in 
virtually all areas and across all grades.  The onerous and unmanageable paperwork for 
record keeping that has defeated many individualized programs in the past is 
unnecessary.  Most teachers who have tried to individualize and abandoned the effort 
did so for only one reason.  They simply could not manage the record keeping for a 
class of 25 students (or 5 classes of 125 at the secondary level).  Good computer 
software makes this easy. 
 
While all areas of curriculum lend themselves to electronic portfolios, the critical areas 
of reading, writing and mathematics are especially amenable.  Pre-k – 12 individual 
records can be maintained and passed along from grade to grade and school to school.  
Thus the programs for all students can be coordinated.  This is helpful especially for 
students when they change grades or schools and especially for those that move 
frequently.   
 
One of the great obstacles to learning in our inner cities is the high rate of transience of 
many students.  Records of these students often arrive much later than the student and 
frequently don’t arrive at all.  The technology now exists for a national student record 
system that could completely eliminate this problem for millions of our transient 
students. 
 

What is literacy? 
 
Literacy is the ability to think and communicate clearly and critically.  In terms of 
genuine literacy, more than 90 percent of our population is illiterate.  This is the ultimate 
indictment of the present educational system.   
  
I must digress to illustrate this point.  The debate over weapons of mass destruction in 
Iraq shockingly illustrates the inability of most people, especially those who are highly 
educated, to think clearly.   
 
The “reasoning” goes as follows: 
 
Premise 1: Most of the world believed that there were weapons of mass destruction  
  in Iraq. 
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Premise 2 We have searched Iraq (a country the size of California) and found no  
  weapons of mass destruction. 
 
Conclusion: Therefore there are and were no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.  
 
The obvious nonsequiture is completely missed by journalists, politicians (most of whom 
are educated at the masters level or above) and virtually all of our citizenry.  The only 
valid conclusion we can draw from this information is doubtful, i.e. no conclusion.  They 
may or may not be there, or have been there. To say they never were there ignores the 
fact that poison gas was used by Iraq twice – to kill tens of thousands of Iranians and 
Iraqi Kurds.   This is a glaring example of the illiteracy produced by the current 
education system in the United States.   
 
We tend to think of literacy as the ability to read and write.  While millions fail right there, 
true literacy goes beyond that.  The definition must be expanded.  Literacy means not 
only the ability to communicate clearly but also to think critically.   We have many 
millions who are literate by the former standard and illiterate by one or the other or both 
standards.   
 
We tend to define the “intellectuals” among us by the academic degrees they possess, 
not their ability to think.  This is the “Wizard of Oz” theory of intelligence.  Remember 
when the straw man joined Dorothy his goal was to get a brain from the Wizard.  
Unfortunately when they arrived at Oz, the wizard informed them he was out of brains.  
But there was no need to worry because he had an alternative.  He gave the straw man 
a diploma and like our current “intellectual elite” he could now assume his own 
intellectual prowess. 
 
As one who has long roamed the hallowed halls of academia both as a student and 
professor, I can assure you that advanced degrees including a Ph. D. do not come 
close to ensuring genuine literacy.  Obviously there are exceptions among academics.  
Science, business and economics departments tend to rely more on empirical data 
based reality over ideology than the others.  So do rare individuals in other departments 
and a tiny proportion of media and journalists.  But they are rare exceptions. 
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CHAPTER 10  

 
LEARNING DISABILITIES VS. TEACHING DISABILITIES 

 
What we are presently doing in the name of learning disabilities amounts to a totally 
unnecessary form of unintended child abuse.  Its consequences are mediocrity in 
learning at best, failure, student discipline problems, dropouts, parent frustration and 
anxiety and teacher burnout at worst.  All of this before we even consider the massive 
loss of productivity to our nation caused by the failure and mediocrity of the great 
majority of these students.   
 
Glasser coined the term “teaching disabilities” to point out that those things we call 
learning disabilities cease to exist when we empower students to learn in other than the 
standard ways, i.e. the limited set of strategies and methods we traditionally use and 
have used for well over 100 years.   
  

SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM 
 
Nationally millions of students are presently “classified” as learning disabled (L D).  By 
itself this is a huge problem.  However, it is the tip of the iceberg.  In fact, virtually all of 
the students who fail and/or drop out have one or more of these “learning disabilities.”  
The overwhelming majority have never been “diagnosed.”  Beyond those who fail or 
drop out, still millions more find school to be a 13-year excruciating experience.  While 
many of these “pass” they do not achieve anywhere near their capacity and “graduate” 
as under educated, with all the negative implications that mediocre education has for 
the rest of their lives and the rest of the nation.   
 
In fact these disabilities exist in all people in varying forms and to varying degrees.  It 
should be noted that we all are deeply affected by this.  Even our most successful 
students have some of these disabilities and could learn much more than the present 
system allows.  These high achievers also suffer from the inordinate amounts of time 
and resources allocated to coping with the discipline problems that are caused by 
unnecessary failure in the bulk of the student population. 
 
The good news is that this situation is correctible immediately with existing resources.  
In fact, the solution will cost less than the myriad “special programs” that now exist. 
 
I am old enough to remember when left handedness was considered a “problem” (we 
did not have “disabilities” in those days).  Many teachers actually required left handed 
students to write with their right hand.  Though based on ignorance and well intentioned, 
this practice was cruel and counterproductive.  The reason it was cruel is because it 
was both unnecessary and impossible.  The reason left-handers cannot write with their 
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right hand is physiological.  We cannot teach people to do things they are physically 
incapable of doing.   
 
After much unnecessary suffering they eventually allowed students to write with their left 
hand, the solution that took hundreds of years to recognize, and the “problem” went 
away.   
 
Of course there was another residual problem.  Script hand writing slants to the right.  
Our left handed brethren had to twist themselves like pretzels to make their writing slant 
to the right.  This requirement eventually seems to have been waived in most places as 
well and that “problem” too went away. 
 
It never occurred to the system that the problem would not have existed if the system 
did not make it exist.  This book demonstrates that “learning disabilities” are in fact 
caused by habitual systemic beliefs, policies, practices, etc.  It further suggests specific 
changes in teaching methods, practices and curriculum (I e the system) where the real 
“teaching disabilities” now exist.  Once these changes are in place, virtually all “learning 
disabilities” will cease to exist. 
 
Present schools don’t persecute left handers but they are doing exactly the same thing 
to millions of others in many other ways.  They are attempting to “teach” students to do 
things that are physiologically impossible for them to do.  No one would ask a colorblind 
student to distinguish certain colors, or a farsighted student to “learn” to read without 
glasses.  The systemic mistake here is the false belief that learning “disabilities,” which 
are physiological in their causes, can be remediated educationally.  That is analogous to 
the belief that colorblind students can “learn” to distinguish colors.  NEUROLOGICAL 
DEFICITS CANNOT BE EDUCATIONALLY REMEDIATED.  FORTUNATELY THEY 
CAN BE COMPENSATED QUITE EASILY AS WE SHALL SEE IN SPECIFIC TERMS 
BELOW. 
 
Presently “remediation,” exactly the wrong strategy, is almost universally employed in 
schools to correct these learning disabilities.  It has never worked and it never will.  
Consistent efforts to “remediate” these students only frustrate and discourage them as 
well as their parents and well-meaning teachers.   
 
While the ideas in this book are grounded in solid theory of those previously mentioned 
they are more than a positive new theory of learning.  The changes I suggest and 
describe have been tested in schools by the author and found to be 100% effective.  
Not only have I used them effectively but I have taught them to many other educators 
who have used them effectively. 
 
We must also recognize that so-called learning disabilities are not limited to those five 
or six million who are identified as “L D” but in fact are universal.  All of our students 
have some forms and degrees of these problems.  The ideas in this book can increase 
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learning dramatically for all students.  As you will see when I explain them, these 
programmatic changes are simple common sense. 
 
The knowledge included in this book is not complicated.  It now needs to be 
disseminated, especially to our leaders.  They are not bungling school reform on 
purpose.  They are in fact working hard and with all good intentions.  Their policies have 
the entire system straining in the wrong direction.  But the conventional practices in this 
area of disabilities have local supporters inside schools.  They also believe the children 
are disabled and do not yet see the simple solutions. 
 
The problem is one of institutional inertia based on ignorance and the solution is new 
knowledge.  Once this knowledge is understood, educational improvement will occur at 
an astronomical rate. 
 
Millions of children are failing and/or underachieving, including both those currently 
labeled “learning disabled” as well as millions more who are functionally “learning 
disabled” by the system though not so labeled.  In fact, as the great psychiatrist William 
Glasser has observed, it is teaching that is currently “disabled” by the structural habits 
and other requirements of the system. 
 
There are two causes of teaching disabilities: disabilities imposed by the system and 
disabilities imposed by conventional teaching. 
 
SYSTEMICALLY INFLICTED TEACHING DISABILITIES AND THEIR CURES 
 
While many teaching disabilities are self-inflicted, at least as many more are inflicted by 
the system.  W. Edwards Deming observed that over 95% of the problems that occur in 
organizations are structural or systemic.  I have phrased Deming’s great insight 
somewhat differently: CHRONIC PROBLEMS HAVE CHRONIC CAUSES.  As will be 
illustrated below, we have a problem at the policy making level, both federal and state 
that causes most of these chronic problems and prevents solution of others. 
 
Systemically inflicted disabilities are those imposed on teachers and therefore on 
students by the requirements of the system.  These include a large number of teaching 
disabilities that are inflicted on teachers by the present system.  These teaching 
disabilities, for the most part, lie beyond the control of teachers and will require changes 
in educational policy and the direction of educational leadership at the federal, state and 
local levels.  Our leaders and policy makers create these disabilities.  They are also 
easily corrected once policy makers empower teachers and teachers come to 
understand and believe they have the power to do so.  A growing number of 
courageous teachers have already begun correcting them despite the system.  The 
entire reform movement consists of numerous self-defeating coercive requirements that 
disable teachers and students drastically reduce and restrain learning.  This will be 
demonstrated clearly below under systemic disabilities. 
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Many “recognized” student “learning disabilities” that are presently exhibited by students 
and being “treated” by the educational system are totally irrelevant to learning.  The 
human body is an immensely complex organism.  It involves billions of nerves and 
nerve connections.  Any flaws in these connections can cause physical disabilities.  All 
human beings have some of these “disabilities.”  Most of us have many.  Physically they 
are in fact disabilities.  Educationally they are disabilities only because of the 
conventional ways we choose to deal with them.   
 
These irrelevant disabilities take many forms: 

1. Visual: letter and number discrimination, near sightedness, far 
 sightedness, depth perception, color discrimination, poor night vision 
2. Auditory: ability to distinguish sounds, to distinguish tones 
3. Motor skills: fine motor coordination, gross motor coordination, balance 
4. Memory: short term, long term, visual memory, recall (vs. recognition as 
 defined in this book) 
5. Miscellaneous disabilities: inability to gauge time, direction, spatial 
 relationships, etc. 

 
As will be demonstrated, these disabilities need not interfere with learning in any way.   
 
School is about learning, that which requires thought first and then application.  We 
learn with our minds. Learning and thinking are inseparable.  While it is generally 
recognized that learning disabilities are unrelated to intelligence or ability to think, they 
are totally unrelated to learning in any way.  Schools unnecessarily relate them to 
learning.  We must recognize these and treat them as they deserve; that is as irrelevant 
to any child’s education in school. 
 

Individualized education plans (IEP’s) 
 
The federal Department of Education, with all good intentions, has legislated a number 
of national teaching disabilities.  In an effort to legislate improvement in achievement in 
special education students the congress passed a law requiring written individualized 
educational plans (IEP’s) for each student.  Each plan is reviewed and updated 
annually.  The school Committee on Special Education (CSE) meets to complete this 
process.  The IEP process is a complete waste of time, energy and resources.  It has 
become a bureaucratic paper process that is unrelated to classroom practices.  
Countless file draws are filled with detailed IEP’s that any special education teacher can 
tell you are useless (though most would be afraid to).   
 
There is a way to do what the law intended.  Individualized instructional programs 
explained in detail in this book can serve as effective IEP’s for special education 
students and all other students as well.  They can also facilitate inclusion, which is now 
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also mandated by the federal government.  This involves changing the regular 
classroom program to meet the needs of not only special education students but all. 
 

Remedial education for students below grade level 
 

The road to hell is still paved with good intentions. 
 
Since The 1960’s America has spent countless billions on remedial programs for 
reading and mathematics.  The system recognized that large numbers of students could 
not succeed in the regular classroom program due to deficiencies in their basic skills.  
Their solution was bound to fail.  Instead of changing the regular classroom programs to 
meet the needs of these students they created additional remedial programs.  The 
federal government has funded Chapter I as previously noted.  States have also set up 
their own remedial programs.  Despite this massive allocation of resources to remedial 
programs, they have not worked.  I have asked literally thousands of educators if they 
think remedial programs have significantly improved student achievement.  The 
consistent answer is no.  This is borne out by the fact that nationally we have not seen 
any improvement in student achievement scores in reading and mathematics.  They are 
essentially the same as they were 50 years ago.  All of these remedial programs have 
failed for the same reason.  They all are based on the same structural flaw.  To illustrate 
why they all failed, I use the example of the largest one, the federal Chapter I remedial 
program to explain the built in structural flaw that inevitably causes failure of these 
programs. 
 
Remedial programs not only fail to improve student achievement but waste vast 
resources of money, time and energy and lead to the unspoken assumption that the 
child who “cannot learn” is the problem.  The failing program which does not empower 
the child to learn is the real problem but is never recognized for its failure.  See Failed 
Policy XI: Fifty years of failure of remedial programs. 
 

Gifted programs for students above grade level  
 
Ironically, gifted programs suffer from the same self-defeating structural flaw as 
remedial programs.  In this case we see students who have moved far ahead of others 
in one or more areas.  They typically receive one period a day for a “gifted program.”  
This is seen as beneficial to them, but in truth leaves seven periods per day of boring 
and unchallenging work where they spend the bulk of their time in school.   
 
The solution again is not to create band aid remedial programs but to correct the regular 
classroom program to meet the needs of gifted students.   
 
The solution once again is to set up a curriculum that provides for individual differences 
and have these students, along with all others, appropriately challenged all of the time 
in school instead of a tiny fraction of that time.  Only a program that provides the means 
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for continuous progress for all individual students, regardless of their respective levels, 
is acceptable.   
 
Until we make this critical structural change, the vast majority of gifted students will 
continue to receive inappropriate instruction every day they attend school.   
 
Conventional educational practices simply fail to deal with the systemic learning 
problems that exist throughout the system. 
 
A word on “gifted students.”  When the system is restructured to maximum efficiency 
there will be many more “gifted students.” 
 

Teaching to weaknesses: remediation vs. compensation 
 
In attempting to educationally remediate physiologically based conditions, the system 
exerts consistent efforts to change student behavior that they cannot change.  The case 
of left-handedness discussed earlier is a clear example of what is presently going on in 
efforts to remediate virtually all of these disabilities.  Ironically, the solutions for each so 
called disabilities are as simple as letting students write with their left hand.  The only 
obstacles to making these changes are conventional thinking and institutional inertia.  It 
should be noted that the expression “conventional thinking” is an oxymoron, a 
contradiction in terms.  Uncritical thinking is not thinking.  It is slavish self-subjection to 
stale intellectual habits, in this case, highly painful and destructive habits. 
 
Countless students who cannot visually discriminate letters and/or or distinguish certain 
sounds are receiving instruction in phonics daily, weekly, yearly.  They are being 
required to do what is impossible and unnecessary for them.  There are numerous 
nonphonic approaches to reading that can be successfully employed with these 
.students. 
 
 who cannot memorize the times tables can be given calculators and subsequently 
master mathematics.  All students should be given calculators staring in kindergarten 
and until graduation.  See the section on over reliance on recall vs. recognition memory. 
 
 who cannot write in script or print clearly can be given access to word processors and 
write as easily and effectively as others. 
 
We must stop remediation and empower students and teachers to compensate for 
current methods and practices with other methods and materials that work.   
 

The structural flaw in departmentalization 
 
Secondary school structure by departments causes great difficulty for many students.  
This departmental structure has been extended down the grades in many school 
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systems to as low as fourth grade.  I have consistently found that by the end of the first 
year a system departmentalizes student achievement scores drop across the board.  It 
does not matter which grade they choose to initiate departmentalization, it always 
happens.  From that time on they continue to drop each year thereafter for the 
overwhelming majority of students.  I have not seen any exceptions to this pattern.  
Clearly many students experience achievement problems when they enter this 
departmentalized structure.   
 
It has been well known for a very long time that most significant achievement deficits 
occur in secondary school.  In our poorer urban areas many are dropping out in middle 
school.  We know from years of experience and observation that many students who 
get through elementary school subsequently drop out in high school.  Elementary 
schools can help by reallocating time for language as needed.  Many drop out because 
their language achievement is insufficient for secondary curriculum.   
 
None the less, another prime reason for failure and dropouts is the factory 
organizational structure of both middle and high schools.  Elementary schools typically 
have one teacher who spends all day with the same 25 students for a full year.  This 
allows students and teachers to get to know each other well and develop strong 
relationships.  Secondary teachers typically spend one period per day with 125 students 
for a full year.  Each year secondary teachers get a new 1 to 125 ratio of new students 
to get to know.  Students get 7 or 8 new teachers.  Secondary teachers never get to 
know most of their students nor do students get to know their teachers well.  The 
relatively brief contact time and large numbers make it virtually impossible to have the 
kind of knowledge of each other and positive relationships that typify elementary 
education.   
 
Ironically the trend is to departmentalize at ever-earlier grade levels.  This is based on 
the belief that teachers can specialize in various subjects.  While there may be some 
truth in this, they do not specialize in their students.  They see themselves as teachers 
of subjects, not teachers of students.  If you ask and elementary teacher what he 
teaches, he will typically reply “third grade.” meaning third grade students.  If you ask a 
secondary teacher what he teaches, he will typically reply, “Social Studies.”   
 
The belief that subject specialization is best for students, at least in elementary grades, 
is false.  You do not need to be a mathematician to teach sixth grade math, or for that 
matter eight grade math.  Any college graduate who finds that difficult does not belong 
in teaching.  In truth this is done because we have always done it that way.  Many 
teachers see it as more convenient.  It requires less class preparation.  Ironically most 
teachers fail to see that it causes student alienation, frustration, discipline problems, 
mediocrity and failure.  It is one of the primary reasons most secondary teachers are 
exhausted at the end of each day.  Their lives would be easier and more productive in 
self contained classes.  While they see departmentalization as making their lives easier 
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they fail to see all of the negative consequences that in fact make the lives of students 
and their lives much more difficult. 
 
The problem is most acute in the cities.  In poor areas, the dropout rate in middle or 
junior high schools is typically greater than the high schools.  More students are 
dropping out before 9th grade than after it.  If we compare the Kindergarten enrollment in 
our inner city school districts with the numbers finishing 12th grade we see that about 
75% are missing.  Only about 25% of the students who start in kindergarten finish 12th 
grade.  There is general agreement that the 25% who graduate include a very small 
percentage that are well educated.  Our urban schools are successfully graduating 
about 5 to 10 percent well educated students.  Even our “better” school systems are 
probably graduating less than 15% who are well educated.  “Well educated” would 
include the ability to think critically and communicate clearly and effectively. 
 
One solution is to individualize instruction as much as needed.  Provide group 
instruction only to students who demonstrate language readiness requisite to succeed 
in the groups, and have a self contained option K - !2.  Another solution would be to 
return to k – 8 elementary schools which would reduce the problems caused by 
departmental structure.  The needs of the students should drive the program, not 
historical inertia or the bureaucratic needs of the system. 
 
Some students need strong personal relationships such as are typical in self-contained 
elementary classes.  Since many secondary students need some form of self-contained 
classes, secondary schools should provide them.  Indeed a large and growing number 
of students’ primary need is to have a stable caring adult in their lives.  A self contained 
option should be available K – 12 for this ever growing population.  This is a change that 
can be implemented immediately. 
 
SELF INFLICTED TEACHING DISABILITIES AND THEIR “CURES” 
 
Self-inflicted teaching disabilities are those that teachers choose to impose on 
themselves as well as their students.  As we shall see, numerous teaching disabilities 
are self-inflicted.  These disabilities can be changed immediately by any teacher and 
cost nothing to correct.  They occur because of historical inertia, “we’ve always done it 
this way.” 
 
Literally dozens of common behaviors are currently practiced by teachers simply 
because they always have been.  Many of these behaviors are analogous to those 
previously discussed when teachers required left-handed students to write with their 
right hand.  Teachers could stop these requirements today and no one would tell them 
not to do so.  For those millions of students who students cannot perform such teacher-
imposed requirements, these disabilities are completely unnecessary obstacles to 
learning.  Tragically, the fact that teachers require these behaviors is the only thing that 
makes them necessary.  The good news is that these self-imposed requirements will be 
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fully revealed in this book and any teacher who chooses can immediately stop their own 
frustration and the frustration and failure of their students. 
 
It should be stated at the outset of this section that these “relevant” disabilities are only 
relevant because inertia in the system makes them relevant.  THEY ARE SELF-
INFLICTED BY CONVENTIONAL TEACHER CHOICES.  THEY ARE ALSO 
UNNECESSARY AND WILL BECOME IRRELEVANT WHEN PROPERLY 
UNDERSTOOD AND DEALT WITH APPROPRIATELY.  
 

Spelling: tyranny of the irrelevant 
 

God grant me the serenity 
to accept the things I cannot change 

the courage to change the things I can 
and the wisdom to know the difference 

 
The education reform movement should cause us to reconsider everything, including 
long accepted "truths."  One area of education that needs careful reconsideration is the 
place of spelling in our curriculum.  In most schools, spelling has a significant place.  A 
great deal of time and effort go into teaching and teaching spelling. 
 
Estimates vary, but it is safe to say that at least 15% to 20% of our population (i.e. many 
millions of students and adults) can't spell.  This includes many adults reading this book.  
I call you “closet bad spellers.”  You live in constant fear of discovery by the 
unsympathetic, and occasionally vindictive, good spelling majority.  I know how you feel, 
because I cannot spell.  I came out of the closet in 1978.  I did so on behalf of all bad 
spellers everywhere.  There simply was no one else to champion your cause.  I was 
able to come out of the closet in 1978 because that is when I received my Ph.D.  I knew 
then that no one could ever again consider me dumb, no matter how stupid I might in 
fact be. 
 
Spelling can be found on most standardized test batteries, along with reading, 
mathematics, science, social studies, etc.  In truth, spelling does not belong there.  
Reading, math, etc. are language based cognitive, learned behaviors.  Spelling is not.  It 
is a function of a particular type of memory, visual memory, not thinking.  Once again 
this is a neurologically dependent behavior.  You either have the capacity or you don’t.  
If I say the word "chrysanthemum" the good spellers just "see" it.  I don't see anything, 
not even the flower.  I've seen the word "achievement" at least 20,000 times in print.  
Even so, I'm still not sure of its spelling. 
 
The term “learning” is loosely applied to many activities.  For example, we talk about 
"learning" to swim.  That sounds like one reads a book on how to swim and then knows 
how.  Not so.  Most of us splash around in the water for a while and then start swimming 
(like the rest of the animal kingdom).  Some of us don't.  Once one can swim, one can 
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"learn" better how to swim.  But those who don't swim soon after trying never swim.  
Some of the most intelligent people I know can't swim.  If it were learned behavior, in a 
cognitive sense, no doubt they would be excellent swimmers. 
 
Schools are about cognition, thinking, "learned" behavior.”  Schools exist so students 
learn.  Spelling is not learned.  It is either seen and remembered, or seen and forgotten. 
 
Once we recognize that you don't "learn" to spell, we should stop trying to teach 
spelling, especially to those who consistently demonstrate inability to spell.  Consider 
the consequences of requiring people to "learn" what they can't (indeed, what is not 
learnable in terms of thought): 
 

1. The consistent requirement to spell causes a pattern of failure (I failed 
 spelling tests all through school). 
2. A poor self image, reinforced by others seeing bad spellers as "dumb."  
 (My worst days in school were when we had spelling bees.) 
3. Low expectations are often generated by poor spelling.  Lack of ability in 
 this non-cognitive behavior is generalized to lack of ability in cognitive 
 areas (a nonsequiture).  These low expectations can be shared by the 
 school, home, and a student himself. 
4. Time is wasted on spelling that could be used for learnable things, like 
 vocabulary. 
5. Teacher frustration and a sense of failure to teach this unlearnable subject 
 can hurt teacher morale. 
6. Though unfounded, parental guilt is common.  My father couldn’t spell, nor 
 can some of his children and grandchildren. 

 
Poor spelling also hurts schools.  How often have you heard, "he graduated from high 
school and he can't even spell."  Schools are unjustly blamed for poor spelling.  It is 
critically important for educators to explain to our constituencies that we can only teach, 
and be held accountable for, that which can be learned. 
 
I said previously that I can’t spell.  Actually while that was so when I was in school, it is 
no longer true.  I can use a dictionary, spell check, or ask a friend, etc. any time I want.  
It was only in school that I was denied the means to spell that are available to me 
everywhere else.   
 
This in no way implies lowering our standards for spelling.  Any finished written product 
must be spelled correctly.  In order to do this, we should empower students to spell in 
school by allowing them access to these learning tools just as they will have access to 
them everywhere else for the rest of their lives.  Remember the definition, teacher: a 
person who empowers others to learn. 
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Human imperfection is universal.  Ignorance is the ultimate imperfection for educators.  
Learning is our response.  We should not become preoccupied with trivial imperfections 
that are in fact unrelated and irrelevant to learning.  No less a light than Benjamin 
Franklin said that an educated man should be able to spell any word at least six ways. I 
can.  But when I write I can and do spell correctly now that I am not in school where 
they would not let me. 
 

Gross motor coordination for gym 
 
Some students have poor balance, some are awkward or “accident prone.”  Fortunately 
gross motor coordination has nothing to do with learning (in the cognitive sense).  When 
we go to the gym class however, the trouble starts.  Millions of normal are forced to 
suffer in Physical Education classes when they are “required” (i.e. coerced) to perform 
physical activities that they are unready (due to lack of physical maturity) or unable (due 
to unchangeable physical causes) to perform.  Schools can require the impossible, but 
that won’t make it happen.  What does happen is student frustration, embarrassment, 
failure and discipline problems, teacher stress and burnout and parent anxiety, all of 
which are directly caused by the school’s impossible requirements.   
 
Corollary: Those of us who can’t climb the rope (which by the way is the overwhelming 
majority of adults), should ask ourselves a key question.  Do you dwell on and brood 
over this limitation?  Do you feel there is a void in your life that can never be filled?  I 
presently have a Ph. D.  I can’t climb the rope.  Should I feel bad, inadequate, inferior, 
etc.?  I don’t and couldn’t care less.   
 
Parents and teachers also frequently require levels of athletic performance that are 
impossible for many students (usually forgetting that they could never do them 
themselves).  Sometimes students require these levels of athletic performance of 
themselves, not realizing the impossible nature of their requirement. 
 
Ted Williams claimed that he could see the stitches on a baseball as it came into the 
plate.  I believe anyone who can hit 400 on this topic.  What Ted’s observation 
demonstrates is the highest level of neurological (in this case visual perception) 
development.  His batting average demonstrates extraordinary muscular coordination 
as well.  Very few of us can hit 300, much less 400.  People are different in coordination 
ranging from extremely poor to extremely good, probably close to a normal curve.  
When physical education classes demand high levels of physical performance from all 
students in all activities, they are inadvertently requiring the impossible from most. 
 
In my youth I wanted with all my heart to be a baseball player.  I would gladly have gone 
to the minor leagues instead of college.  The older I got, the more evident it was that the 
good baseball players were far more able to perform that sport than I.  The solution was 
simple once reality was recognized.  Do something else.  We can’t all do everything we 
want.  We also need to have humility and recognize that we are imperfect human 
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beings while we look for our individual areas where excellence is possible.  Fortunately, 
there is life after baseball.  I have had a wonderful career in education.  In hindsight, I’m 
glad I couldn’t become a baseball player.   
 
Physical Education, like other areas of the curriculum, should identify what knowledge 
and health practices are essential for all students to learn.  Mastery of these should be 
required of all students.  Excellence in all aspects of Physical Education is not 
necessary for happiness and success in life.  I can have very ordinary physical skills 
(even considerably less).  I need knowledge and appreciation of some form of lifelong 
physical activity so that I can satisfy that requirement for health.  Development beyond 
that should be encouraged and made available to all who can profit from such 
education, but never required of others who can’t or don’t want to. 
 
A note on health education.  Health education is currently under stressed.  This area of 
essential knowledge should be considered part of required core (or essential) 
knowledge for all students to master.  We hear endless political babble about health 
care by the government.  The government and medicine in general, can only get 
involved after I am sick.  For better or worse, primary health care comes not from 
government, but from individuals.  My health is primarily my responsibility.  Schools 
need to do a much better job in this area.  Not only would effective health and physical 
education prevent needless suffering due to countless avoidable health problems, but 
also save the nation countless billions of dollars. 
 
It is beyond ludicrous that the federal budget is going bankrupt over Medicare while the 
preventive health education program that could avoid a great part of it is not even being 
seriously considered.   
 

Visual perception for reading 
 
No one argues about the importance of learning to read.  Many in education argue 
about how students should learn to read and how to teach reading.   
 
The source of this problem is generally how a specific teacher was taught to read.  Most 
teachers were taught phonics – and it worked for them.  It is only “natural” to take what 
worked for me and expect it to work for all others.  It seems helpful for millions of 
students.  Unfortunately it does not work for other millions of students.  If it did we would 
not have such a high failure rate in reading.   
 
We hear the term “dyslexia” frequently in schools.  Dyslexia is a neurologically based 
problem affecting visual perception.  Literally millions of students consistently confuse: 

b – d 
p – q – g 
6 – 9 

and many other fragments of language. 
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Since the problem is physiological, “perceptual training programs” which abound in 
many schools are exercises in utter futility, frustration and failure.  Phonics can never be 
mastered by these students. 
 
The cure for visual perception problems in reading is compensation through non-phonic 
methods of teaching reading.  I have worked successfully with numerous dyslexic 
students and seen dramatic improvement in achievement in reading.  One twelfth grade 
girl was reading at a seventh grade level when she came to my class.  Her record 
indicated that she was severely dyslexic.  It also indicated consistent efforts to teach her 
to read, all based on phonics.  Her parents were very concerned about her possibilities 
in terms of college. 
 
I taught her using non-phonic materials for one semester and she retested at the twelfth 
grade level.  This was a gain of five years in one semester of instruction.  She 
responded to the non-phonic materials with enthusiasm from the very beginning and 
continued to work hard throughout the semester.   
 
The following will illustrate the problem in more detail.  We need to understand how all 
people learn. 
 
Question: In a typical classroom which is taught first, number 1 or number 2? 
 

1 b   d 
2 bad 

 
Answer: Number 1. 
 
Question: Which is easier for dyslexic (and indeed all) students to learn? 
 
Answer: Number 2 because it has more context and some meaning.  The more context 
and meaning provided the less dependent the student is on perception of meaningless 
fragments.  
 
Question: Which is typically taught first? 
 

1 pot       top 
2 Put the top on the pot. 

 
Answer: Number 1 
 
Question: Which is easier for dyslexic (and indeed all) students to learn? 
 
Answer: Number 2 because it has more context and more meaning. 
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In practice, we virtually never read isolated letters.  Yet initial reading instruction 
consistently stresses learning letters and sounds in isolation.  Further, good readers do 
not read phonically, sounding out each word as they go.  Through practice reading we 
simply store the words in our recognition memory and easily read them when we see 
them. 
 
Question: What about when kids see a new word and can’t sound it out? 
 
Answer: Use the context to get the meaning.  If necessary ask someone or look it up in 
a dictionary (the same as you and I). 
 
Question: What about phonics when kids have to look up a word? 
 
Answer: They know the alphabet.  That is all they need. 
 
Question: What about spelling?  Don’t they need phonics to learn to spell? 
 
Answer: Phonics has nothing to do with spelling.  Forty percent of the English language 
is phonically irregular.  I never had a problem with phonics.  I taught it for many years.  I 
still can’t spell without spelling aids. 
 

Fear of public speaking and oral reading 
 
Students are typically required to read in front of a group.  Psychologists agree that the 
most common fear of human beings is speaking in public. Many students suffer from 
this fear and consequent lower desire to go to school and learn in school.  
Comprehension can be assessed through writing the answers to questions about the 
text or by having the student read to the teacher in private. 
 
This fear is also caused when teachers call on students who don’t raise their hands to 
answer questions.  Teachers can tell when students are afraid, not simply unwilling to 
participate.  When I was a boy I used to get mostly good grades (everything but 
spelling).  My report cards inevitably had comments like, “Tommy is a good boy and 
does well but he does not participate in class.”  I guess listening was not considered 
participating. 
 
But public speaking is an important skill you say.  What about that?   
 
I have two responses.  Public speaking is an important skill, though not essential for all 
people.  Millions of happy people do not have it. 
 
None the less it is a teachable and learnable skill that can be mastered by anyone that 
wants to make the necessary commitment.  Coercion and fear, however, are not the 
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teaching tools for success.  Those who are terrified by public speaking should never be 
forced.  Students must feel at least reasonably comfortable in a class for success to be 
possible.  Even then, it should be encouraged, not required until the teacher is sure that 
the student is ready.  Once a student demonstrates confidence it may be required, but 
choice is still preferable.   
 
I decided I wanted it when a great job opportunity required it.  I had a friend who was an 
excellent public speaker.  He advised me: 

1. Start with small groups and short presentations 
2. Prepare – know what you are going to talk about 
3. Don’t accept invitations to speak if not prepared. 
4. Gradually increase time and size of group 
5. Look directly over the heads of the audience at the back of the room if you 
 feel a need to avoid eye contact 
6. Know the all purpose answer to any question, “I don’t know.” 
7. Be comfortable.  Ask for a glass of water, adjust the blinds if necessary, 
 take your jacket off if worm, etc. 

 
I once saw a very young teacher (probably first year) working with an eighth grade class 
in a high poverty area of New York City.  Her students were clearly very engaged in 
what she was teaching and very well behaved.  She asked many questions and most of 
the time most of the students raised their hands to respond.  After the class I 
complimented her work and said I had one question.  I noticed that she had high 
student involvement throughout the lesson but never called on students that did not 
have their hands up.  Why not?  With a bewildered look she responded, “Because they 
don’t want to answer the question.”  Out of the mouths of babes!   
 
This first year teacher saw the obvious truth that I had missed for thirty years.  It is 
standard supervisory practice to direct teachers to call on students who do not raise 
their hands.  Indeed, I had directed numerous teachers over the years to do just that.  
Father forgive me.  I knew not what I did.  It was obvious from observing the class that 
all students were engaged and very well behaved.  If one needed further evidence of 
learning from those who did not raise their hands, written tests or assignments could 
easily provide it. 
 
My missing this obvious truth is particularly painful since my own experience as a 
student should have led me to it.  Although I was always a good student, I was one of 
those students who was terrified (I do not use the word lightly) to speak in front of a 
group.  I didn’t raise my hand even though most of the time I knew the correct answer.   
As an adult I experienced this fear first hand.  Until well into my forties I was literally 
terrified in front of a group.  I assure you the word “terrified” is not an exaggeration.  
Even with small groups my mouth dried out, my knees felt weak, and I was afraid I 
would not be able to speak.  I have long since learned to overcome this fear.  The 
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largest group I have ever address was 800 teachers.  It can be done if one wants to do 
it. 

Auditory (sound) discrimination for reading 
 

Just as some students are unable to visually discriminate letters, so also some are 
unable to distinguish certain sounds.  A non-phonic approach to reading is again the 
ready solution. 
 

Fine motor coordination for writing 
 
Any experienced teacher has seen student handwriting that is completely illegible.  This 
common “disability” is called dysgraphia and exists in millions of students beyond the 
millions who have been identified as “disabled.”  Indeed large numbers of students in 
regular classes have this condition.  It is neurologically based and cannot be 
remediated.  Unfortunately educators engage in nonsequiture logic and equate 
handwriting with all writing.  It is not. 
 
While working at residential special education school setting I observed dysgraphia in a 
high proportion of students.  The teacher in the room next to my office was committed to 
teaching writing to her eighth graders and for many years had endured all sorts of 
frustrations at the lack of her success and the failure and discipline problems of her 
students.  One day she was describing their disabilities and her many years of 
herculean (albeit failing) attempts to remediate them.  I suggested that we use our 
computer lab as a strategy for writing.  She agreed to try if I would help.  We took the 
kids into the lab and began with some simple word processing instruction.  Next we 
asked them to type their illegible hand written essays which they had brought with them 
on the computer.  It seemed almost miraculous.  Every one of them was able to write 
clearly with the computer.   
 
Subsequently, the teacher informed me that she had begun using computers for all 
writing assignments.  The students loved it.  She said that now they constantly nagged 
her, “When can we do writing”.  They wanted their writing put up on the classroom walls.  
Then they wanted it posted in the hall so others could see it.  Many came to my office to 
show me their writing.  It was a beautiful experience for us all.  Clearly the neurological 
deficit that made handwriting impossible for these students did not interfere with their 
ability to type (write) on the computer.  Teacher: one who empowers others to learn. 
 
A note on printing.  Some teachers seem to feel compelled to make students who prefer 
to print use script instead.  I am convinced that this is creating ongoing and 
unnecessary discomfort in these students and does them far more harm than good.  As 
soon as they are free of the teacher, they print.  They should always be allowed to print 
if that is their clear and strong preference (assuming handwriting has been given an 
adequate chance).  In any event, word processing is rapidly replacing both printing and 
script. 



214 
 

 
Perhaps the single most fascinating thing I have learned in a lifelong education career is 
the endless problems that exist only because we make them problems. 
 

Fine motor coordination for reading 
 
Many schools include fine motor coordination in their reading readiness programs.  This 
nonsequiture is generally a complete waste of time and source of frustration to teachers 
and students. 
 

Significant fine motor problems have two possible sources: 
 
1 Immaturity of the child.  This is particularly common in little boys.  Given time and 
a little patience, these “problems” will correct themselves. 
 
2 Genuine neurological deficits that cannot be physically changed or eliminated 
through maturation.  In this case the child will always have poor fine motor skills.  The 
implications of this are insignificant unless the child wants to be a jeweler, banjo player 
or some such vocation that requires strong fine motor skills.  Such occupations will not 
be among the almost unlimited number of other choices available to these students.   
 
Schools act as if this problem has implications for learning to read.  It absolutely does 
not.  In terms of learning to read or learning anything else it should be ignored. 
 

Fine motor coordination for art 
 

Unfortunately fine motor skills do come into play in art. 
 
The belief that everyone can “learn” to draw is false.  Art is a talent.  It has a cognitive 
component but like all talents (music, athletics, dance, etc.) it requires additional 
capacity.  In the case of art this includes well-developed fine motor skills and hand – 
eye coordination. Either you have it or you don’t.  I have a Ph. D. and have spent plenty 
of time in art classes.  I couldn’t draw a decent picture if my life depended on it.  In fact 
my attempts to draw look like something produced by preschool children.   
 
I can appreciate art.  I can understand art.  I just can’t learn to draw art.   
 
I never will excel at art.  Life is full of little disappointments (in this case for me, very 
little).  Fortunately millions of people who can’t draw lead happy and productive lives.  
Ability to draw is not essential for all people.  No one excels at everything.  Schools 
however can embarrass students who lack the necessary fine motor coordination to 
draw well.  Once again, requiring the impossible leads to the school causing problems 
for  and teachers.  This is just one of many areas where  are frustrated and bored for 
extended periods of time while they could be flying high in literature, mathematics, 
music or some other area.  Ironically, it is the areas that are weakest that get most of 
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the  time.  Individual students should be allowed to pursue their own areas of excellence 
as long as they master required essential basic skills.  Subjects like art are not essential 
skills for all people. 
 
A note on talent.  Artistic, musical, and athletic talents are gifts that very large minorities 
of students have.  The schools should provide opportunities for these students to 
develop these wonderful talents.  They frequently do a woefully inadequate job.  They 
should not however require those who lack these talents to demonstrate their mastery.  
It is impossible.  Fortunately for those like myself (the vast majority), it is not necessary 
to have such talents to excel intellectually, socially, financially, etc.  To drive this point 
home I draw a house on the blackboard before my doctoral students enter class.  It is 
my honest attempt to draw a house.  When the students enter I ask them to guess the 
age of the artist.  The highest guess I haves ever gotten is seven.   
 
Art is not essential knowledge for all human beings.   
 

Depth perception 
 
The ability of students to perceive depth is often weak or nonexistent.  Many years ago 
a fellow Ph. D. in Educational Psychology and I helped another young friend move his 
residence. After high school he had gone into the Navy.  After four years he came out 
and got a job with Baskin Robbins and within a few years owned his own franchise in 
Norwalk, Connecticut.  Things went quite well.  A few years later he purchased a 
second franchise and a new house on the water in Branford, Connecticut.  We helped 
him move (the power of youth). 
 
As we finished helping him load the truck at his old house, we had one piece of furniture 
left to stuff into the back of the truck.  My psychologist friend and I were on the front end 
and our friend was on the back.  The piece was on the edge of the truck and our friend 
was struggling to force it into a space that was not deep enough.  We finally got him to 
stop struggling.  We turned the piece and it slid easily into the space. 
 
As our friend went back into the house, my psychologist friend said,” Did you see his 
depth perception?’  I said, “I certainly did.  Good thing for him no one else ever has or 
he probably wouldn’t own two Baskin Robbins and a house on the water today.” 
 
We can make things problems when they need not be, especially in school.   
Our friend couldn’t draw either. 
 

Auditory (tone) discrimination for music 
 
Music is another example of a neurologically based talent.  We all know people who are 
“tone deaf.”  These folks couldn’t carry a tune if their life depended on it.  They can 
enjoy and appreciate music as well as anyone, but can never be musicians.  To “teach” 
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them to sing or play an instrument is a complete exercise in frustration and failure for all 
concerned.   
 
As a boy I remember Charlie Smith and I were serving as altar boys when visiting priest 
said mass.  Charlie was tone deaf but had a loud sharp voice.  He sang his Latin hymns 
out all his heart.  When mass ended and we went into the sacristy the priest was beat 
red with rage.  “Don’t you ever do that again.”  Charlie left in a state of distress.  I 
explained to the priest that Charlie was not fooling around.  That was always how he 
sang. 
 
Fortunately mastering the ability to make music is not essential knowledge. 
 

Gross motor coordination for swimming 
 
Parents are sometimes gullible participants in a common form of unintended child 
abuse.  They support the school’s impossible requirements.  Sometimes they impose 
their own.  Swimming is a common example.  We know that literally millions of people 
never “learn to swim.”  The truth is no one “learns to swim” in a cognitive sense.  Most 
of us go into the water, splash around for a while and start to swim.  Some of us splash 
around for a while and sink.  Swimming is a natural act, common to most of the animal 
kingdom.  Those of us that sink lack the motor coordination necessary for swimming.  
Since this cannot be “fixed” we remain non-swimmers all of our lives.  Fortunately we 
are land based.  Prudence dictates the easy and ultimate solution here: stay out of deep 
water.  Millions of non-swimmers lead happy productive lives.  So do non-dancers, 
another natural act for which some simply lack the necessary coordination.  They often 
experience embarrassment as they are cruelly and unfairly ridiculed, accused of being 
party poopers, stiffs, etc.  Non-dancers of the world unite! 
 
We should note that while the basic act of swimming is natural and unlearned, those 
who are able to swim (i.e. possess the necessary motor coordination) can learn 
techniques to improve their swimming. 
 
Swimming is not essential knowledge for all people. 
 

Number discrimination for mathematics 
 
I work for two years as Assistant Superintendent in a residential special act school 
district.  It consisted of two residential schools of mostly secondary students all in 
special education.  All of these students had multiple disabilities and severe behavioral 
problems.   
 
The first day of school I conducted an opening day presentation to the entire faculty that 
included an exhortation to let all  use calculators for all math work at all times.  Several 
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months later a veteran teacher stopped into my office and said, “I wish you had come 
here 20 years ago.”   
 
I said, “That is very nice of you.  Why?”  
 
He said, “For 20 years I have been struggling to get my students to learn math.  They 
have always hated it.  I dreaded teaching it each day.  Not only did they fail to master 
math, they invariably got into discipline problems.  When I heard the assistant 
superintendent say give them calculators, I figured it was okay.  Now they nag me to do 
math.  They love it.  I have no more behavior problems in math class and they master 
the work.” 
 
Q: What do we do about those dyslexic kids who consistently confuse 6 and 9? 
 
A: Give them calculators.  6 and 9 are always in the same places (context) on the 
calculator keypad and easily “seen” by dyslexics. 
 
Q: Isn’t that a crutch? 
 
A: No more than my eyeglasses.  Would you take them away to “teach” me to see 
without them?  Depriving these students of calculators is no less counterproductive and 
cruel.   
 
Q: What about the kids who don’t confuse 6 and 9? 
 
A: Empower them to learn math too.  Give them unlimited access to calculators starting 
in kindergarten.  Remove the drudgery and repetition of arithmetical calculations.  Make 
mathematics fun. 
 
Q: Won’t this mean they won’t learn to calculate? 
 
A: Absolutely not.  They should still be taught to calculate, not only how to calculate but 
also why.  For example, I have asked hundreds of educators how you divide fractions.  
Most know that you invert the second fraction and then multiply.  When I ask them why 
they do that only tiny percentage know.  The reason is that multiplication and division 
are inverse operations.  That is why I invert the second fraction and perform 
multiplication to divide.   
 
In fact most  who learn how to calculate do not understand the concepts involved.  By 
all means teach them.  Just let them use the calculator along the way.  Every child so 
taught that I know of learned to calculate without the calculator.  But they know that 
when they do math the boring part is gone.  Now they can focus on understanding, 
problem solving, etc. 
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I always ask my doctoral students a key question, “What does a calculator do?”  I tell 
them to wait till the end of class to answer.  Then I place a calculator on my desk and 
tell them to observe it carefully for the rest of the class and take notes on everything it 
does. 
 
At the end of the class I ask for observations.  There never are any.  I then explain that 
calculators do nothing.  Humans calculate.  Calculators do only what humans tell them.  
Students that can understand and correctly apply mathematical calculations with a 
calculator are what we need and all too frequently do not now have. 
 
Q: What about kids who can’t remember their times tables? 
 
A: This is a rare memory problem and is physiologically based.  There are a small 
percent of students in this category.  When it clearly emerges as a problem, stop 
requiring rote memorization of times tables.  It almost never should be required anyway 
as previously explained.  I have found that such students can understand multiplication 
and learn to apply it correctly with a calculator.  I even had a math major in one of my 
college psychology classes who told me that indeed he had not ever been able to 
memorize the times tables, but because his teachers let him use the calculator he loved 
math and was running straight “A’s” in college math.  He planned to become a math 
teacher and I’m sure he is more than capable of success. 
 
Q: When should we allow students to use calculators? 
 
A: At all times pre – K 12 +.  Calculators remove the drudgery from mathematical 
calculation and add an element of fun to mathematics.  This does not stop teachers 
form ensuring that students understand and can apply mathematics.  Nor does it 
preclude teaching them how to calculate without the calculator.  In fact, each function 
must be explained conceptually starting with addition if it is to be understood and 
correctly applied. 
 

Formula for the means to excellence 
 

E = OSA + OSI 
 

Excellence = Ongoing Self-Assessment + Ongoing Self-Improvement. 
This is true for both individuals and organizations.  Excellence is the habit of self-
assessment and self-improvement.   
 
For individuals this is a relatively simple pursuit.  All that is needed is the knowledge and 
commitment of the individual.  We all know such individuals.  They persevere in their 
pursuit of excellence, often in spite of their leadership and the rest of their organization. 
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For entire organizations it is much more complicated.  The choice to commit to 
excellence must be made by virtually all involved.  This requires leadership with the 
knowledge of how to pursue excellence and develop the commitment to do so.  In an 
organization, excellence is a function of leadership not authority.  Without such 
leadership, the organization as a whole cannot progress.   
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CHAPTER 11  

 
THE GENIUS OF ARISTOTLE APPLIED TO ETHICS IN SCHOOL REFORM 

 
There is virtually universal agreement among educators that student discipline has 
deteriorated dramatically over the last few decades.  This has paralleled what most 
agree is a general cultural decline in moral and ethical behavior in society at large.  
Schools have expended great effort and resources to address the problem of discipline 
but the decline has continued.   
 
Since the separation of church and state has become absolute, religion has been 
removed from the schools.  The problem of declining discipline seems a strange 
coincidence.  None the less, we may not turn to religion in the public schools to improve 
behavior.  The traditional source of morality in western civilization, Judeo Christian 
religion, is now legally off limits.   
 
WHAT HAVE WE DONE?  I address this to all but particularly to my generation.  We 
were taught better than this.  FOR SHAME! 
 
Some time ago I was doing a day long training session in a NYS school district on the 
NYSED Standards for student achievement in language arts.  There were 
approximately 125 educators in the group.  At the end of the session I was summarizing 
the work of the day when an unplanned comment occurred to me.  I said, “I certainly 
agree that we need higher standards for language arts and all of the academic subjects.  
At the same time I must say that the higher standards we need most are not academic.  
They are moral.”  There was spontaneous applause.  That turned quickly into a standing 
ovation that lasted for several minutes. 
 
An unplanned spontaneous comment brought this response.  Obviously I had hit a 
nerve. 
 
As I packed up my materials a teacher came up and said, “Dr. Kelly you really nailed it.  
We have been struggling with declining student behavior for years. Every time we try to 
do something about it we get into the same discussions.  Are we going to talk about 
values?  Whose values?  Religion?  Who’s Religion?  The discussion deteriorates 
before it begins as we watch the problem get continuously worse.  What do you think 
we should do?” 
 
I responded that I didn’t know what to do.  My comment was an off the cuff remark that 
was obviously more important than anything else I said all day.  I wish I could advise 
you.  I am going to think about the problem and see if I can come up with a solution.  My 
first thought was we need to reintegrate moral teachings of religion.  Sadly I realized 
that barring political change that would bring us close to the moral views of the first 200 
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years of our nation, at least for the foreseeable future the use of that resource would not 
be possible. 
 
I was pondering an answer to the dilemma posed by the teacher while reading Steven 
covey’s “Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.”  His consistent references to 
principles he called natural laws caused me to remembered Aristotle’s theory of natural 
law.  It is parallel to the traditional religious teachings of not only Judaism and 
Christianity but all of the world’s major religions.  Since it is predicated on nature rather 
than god, it can make the case for a moral system that is acceptable to virtually all.   
 
Let me be clear.  I do not believe there is any substitute for god.  None the less natural 
law offers a moral system that is not directly predicated on belief in the existence of god.  
This makes it acceptable to atheists.  Religious people believe that god is the author of 
natural law, which makes it acceptable to them. 
 
Because the issue of students discipline is so critical in our schools, I have included an 
entire section of this book on a structure for including it in our schools as a means to 
improving it.   
 

CHARACTER EDUCATION: 
 

NATURAL LAW, HUMAN HAPPINESS,& SUCCESS 
 
After decades of extensive efforts at school reform, there is general consensus among 
educators, politicians, and the public at large that we have little if any progress to show.  
The reason for this, despite great efforts on the part of many educators and large 
expenditures of resources, can be seen in the fact that these efforts have consistently 
been based on false first premises.  While most of this book explains why efforts to 
improve student achievement have failed and what can be done about it, this section 
will do the same for chronic problems in student discipline and self esteem (self respect 
if you prefer).  There is wide spread agreement that these efforts have virtually all failed.  
There is a structure and set of strategies that can be successful.   
 

Before man are life and death.  Whichever he chooses shall be given him. 
 

Sirach:  15: 17 
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IT’S THE LAW 
 

Natural law 
 
In the sixties at college, while minoring in philosophy, I was introduced to the concept of 
natural law.  At the time I was not ready to learn it.  I thought it was boring.   
 
In the nineties I was reintroduced to the concept in Steven Covey’s best seller “The 
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.”  This time I was ready, I understood.  Not only 
did I understand the concept of natural law, but also its inestimable importance in 
human relationships and affairs. 
 
The idea is not new.  Aristotle was the first to observe that there are natural laws that 
govern human behavior, happiness and success.  A clear example of a natural law is 
“everything in moderation.”  No legislature ever passed that law.  No court can overrule 
it.  I can violate that law, but there are consequences.  Natural laws have natural 
consequences, and they are inescapable.  No smart lawyer can beat the rap for me.  
Aristotle identified a whole set of these natural laws. 
 

Natural law and human happiness  
 
I note the “inestimable importance” of natural law because the absence of adherence to 
it has a causal relationship to our present precipitous state of cultural decline not only in 
our public schools but throughout our culture.  Most of us recognize the ever increasing 
incidence of discipline problems in our schools, the growing disrespect in our culture, 
and the general decline in social standards of conduct.  Our family structure, the most 
essential ingredient in our culture, is crumbling.  All of these problems are now chronic. 
 
Once again we see the relevance of W. Edwards Deming’s observation that 95% of the 
chronic problems that we face in our organizations are structural or systemic.  Families 
are our most basic organizational unit.  I suggest that we view our national culture as an 
organization, a cultural super structure if you will.  The reasons for our cultural decline 
are systemic.  Specifically, our social standards are confused and murky.  What has 
become clear to me is that many of our standards of conduct are inconsistent with 
natural law.  As long as that is the case, our decline will continue. 
 
I must distinguish between standards and law (I mean the legalistic view of law, or 
formal legislation here).  Eric Ericson has correctly observed that when social standards 
are adequate, laws are unnecessary.  When social standards are inadequate, laws are 
irrelevant.  Americans tend to rely on the legal system for the common good.  It is 
clearly inadequate.  If laws were sufficient, there would be no crime, no bigotry, etc.  
Man made laws are necessary but not sufficient for human happiness.  This will be 
explained in detail below. 
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What I will do in this work is make clear the essential causal relationship between 
natural law and human happiness and success.  For individuals as well as our whole 
culture over all to rise toward excellence, this causal relationship must be recognized 
and thoroughly understood.  It must be advocated and modeled by our leaders, taught 
in our schools, churches and families and practiced as the “standard” of acceptable 
behavior. 

 
Virtues & values: categorical confusion & cultural chaos 

 
In logic there is a fallacy known as categorical confusion.  This involves treating things 
in different categories as if they are in the same category.  For example, if we were to 
view birds and flowers as if they were both in the animal category, we would be unable 
to deal with both birds and flowers rationally. 
 
The two categories that we are presently confusing in our culture are the categories of 
virtues and values.  They are not the same, but we tend to think of and see them as 
interchangeable, the same.  This is a formula for personal and social disaster.  Aristotle 
points out that the first step in logic is definition of terms.  We need definitions. 
 
VIRTUE:  A BEHAVIOR THAT MAKES ME GOOD 
 
VALUE:  SOMETHING I WANT 
 
This distinction is critical.  Virtue pertains to morality.  Behavior that is virtuous is by 
definition good.  Behavior that violates virtues is bad.   
 
Values pertain to preferences, which are or are not moral or immoral.  Values have no 
moral content in and of themselves.  Morality is involved according to what I do with my 
values.  For example money is not good or bad.  The use I make of money can be good 
or bad.  I can use it to support my family or for other worthy causes or to buy illegal 
drugs.  Even values like freedom or profit are not good or bad in themselves.  I can use 
my freedom or profit to do good or bad things.  Only my behavior is good or bad 
according to whether or not it is consistent with virtue. 
 
Values are relative.  $10 dollars is a value.  $50 is a greater value.   
 
Virtues, on the other hand, are absolute.  Kindness is always good.  Patience is always 
good.  Justice is always good.  Conversely, their opposites are always bad.  Cruelty is 
always bad.  Impatience is always bad.  Injustice is always bad, etc. 
 
Therefore, virtue is always primary in importance, value is always secondary.  By 
confusing these categories, we frequently put values ahead of virtues.  For example, 
present American culture places freedom (a value – something I want) ahead of 
responsibility (a virtue - behavior that makes me good).  This is a disastrous view.  
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Freedom is a great value, something I very much want.  It is not a virtue.  Freedom does 
not make me good any more than it makes me bad.  Responsibility is a virtue, a 
behavior that makes me good. 
 
Without responsibility my freedom will become destructive to myself and others.  
Therefore, morally I must choose to put my responsibility before my freedom.  As long 
as I exercise my freedom within the bounds of my responsibility, it will be a true benefit 
to all concerned.   
 
Consider those people we all hold in great esteem.  Each of us knows of individuals 
who are truly exceptionally good people, people we genuinely admire.  These people 
are “better” than the rest of us.  They are the “best” people in our experience.  They put 
responsibility first.  Paradoxically, they are the freest people we know.  Responsibility is 
an absolute prerequisite for freedom.  The less responsible a person is, the less free 
that person is.  Consider a drug addict.  Is he free?  Of course not.  He has forfeited his 
freedom to his own irresponsibility. 
 
Ironically, when we put freedom before responsibility we deny our own freedom, make 
our own freedom impossible.  We are thus neither free nor responsible.  When we put 
responsibility first, we are both responsible and free.  Responsibility is the essential first 
premise for all real freedom. 
 
When a culture puts freedom before responsibility, it has sown the seeds of its own 
destruction, which will inevitably follow.  History is replete with examples of cultures that 
rose to great heights.  None of them stayed there.  They all declined from within as they 
turned away from the virtues that brought them to the heights to indolence and 
corruption.  When the Berlin wall came down we were clearly the dominant culture in 
the world.  It seems we no sooner reached clear dominance than our moral decline 
(already begun) rapidly accelerated.  The United States is in historically virgin territory.  
No previous culture has remained in ascendance throughout the history of the world.  
Whether we can or not is an open question.  The outcome is in doubt, to say the least. 
 
Attempts to build or improve our behavior as individuals or our national destiny will not 
be determined by politics, economics, etc.  Our moral standards and behavior will. 
 
Current popular views on love and sex provide another example of confusion of virtues 
and values.  Love is not sex and sex is not love.  Sex is a value.  Love is a virtue.  
Indeed love is the sum of all virtues.  When I am patient with you I love you.  When I am 
kind to you, tolerant of you, respect you, etc. I love you. 
 
The media in particular is responsible for promoting this confusion.  They speak of 
“making love” when referring to “making sex” as if the two are the same thing.  This 
pernicious lie is constantly being told to our young people.  Hitler noted that if you 
repeat a big lie often enough most people would believe it.  
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Sex is a good value when it is chosen in a virtuous context, as part of genuine love.  
Sex chosen in any other context is destructive and harmful, a bad value.  We need only 
look around us to see the incredible destruction of children and families, disease and 
misery caused by promiscuous sex.  So when the young boy says to the young girl, “if 
you love me you’ll let me…”  The young girl’s response should be, “if you love me you 
will put my welfare before your immediate pleasure.  You will not ask me for that.”  
Genuine love always puts the virtues of responsibility and respect ahead of the value of 
pleasure. 
 
Sadly, many adults also suffer from this confusion of sex and love, imposing harm and 
misery on themselves and their children.  They contribute to the “misery cycle” we are 
presently caught up in by teaching this confusion to their children by word and example. 
 
Because of confusion of virtues and values, people frequently put values ahead of 
virtues.  This violates natural law and leads inevitably to chronic confusion, need 
frustration, conflict (both internal and interpersonal), broken relationships, unhappiness, 
etc.  While people who consistently put virtue first are not without occasional problems 
in their lives, they do not have these chronic problems.  This is verifiable through simple 
observation of these folks. 
 
Therefore, it is critical that we distinguish clearly between virtues and values.  Until 
these categories are clarified, people will continue to fall into the trap of putting values 
ahead of virtues.  This will inevitably lead to grief for themselves and others around 
them.  This clarification should be the first goal of Character Education programs in our 
schools. 
 
Attempts to build or improve our individual behavior or national culture on the basis of 
values is a house built on sand.   
 

Some values commonly confused with virtues 
 

CULTURE 
 

HISTORY 

BELONGING 
 

KNOWLEDGE 

ETHNICITY 
 

RELIGION 

FAMILY 
 

PEACE 

FREEDOM 
 

POWER 

FUN RACE 
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While it is true that many values are extremely important, they do not make me good 
any more than they make bad.  Religion, for example, does not make me good or bad.  I 
am a lifelong Catholic, but Catholicism does not make me good or bad.  If I behave 
virtuously, I am a good Catholic.  If I do not behave virtuously, I am not a good Catholic.  
Religion is a value, not a virtue.  Because all of the great religions have taught these 
virtues throughout history, they tend to be closely associated with them.  While this is 
appropriate, the two are distinct. Virtues are not the exclusive property of any religion.  
Indeed, there are atheists who subscribe to traditional virtues. 
 
The same is true for values such as family.  Important as it is, family does not make me 
good or bad.  If I behave virtuously I am a good family man. If I do not behave 
virtuously, I am not a good family man. 
 
When dealing with such great values it is all too easy to confuse them with virtues.  The 
definitions are critical. 
 
Moral goodness is a function of behavior or virtues.  It is not a function of group 
membership or values.  This does not make values such as family unimportant.  My 
religion and family are more important to me than my life.  Nonetheless, it is not a 
behavior or virtue.  A person can be a member of a wonderful family and behave 
immorally.  Conversely, he can belong to a terrible family and be virtuous. 
 

Monumental damage done by Sigmund Freud and B. F. Skinner 
 
Ideas (beliefs) should never be underestimated in terms of their capacity for promoting 
good or evil.  Communism is an excellent example.  It took 70 years, wars, genocide, 
poverty, the threat of nuclear annihilation and finally the economic collapse of the Soviet 
Union and all of Eastern Europe for the world to understand that while in theory 
Communism (as defined by Marx, Lenin, Stalin, Mao, etc.) advocates equality and the 
greater good for the greater number, in fact it is a bad idea.  The destruction resulting is 
incalculable: tens of millions of deaths and billions of lives in lifelong poverty and 
suppression.  When theory and practice go this far out of sync, it is time to reject the 
theory.  Ideas can become great forces, for good or evil, in individual lives as well as 
whole cultures and societies. 
 
Many view the 1960‘s as the beginning of cultural decline in America.  “Do your own 
thing”, sexual liberation, drugs, the “me generation” etc. This usually is attributed to the 
Vietnam War.  Doubtless that was a contributing factor.  The Vietnam War may have 
been a catalyst for this moral disintegration, but not its primary cause. 
 
In the 1990’s we see the effects of the rejection of traditional moral standards.  Families 
falling apart, discipline declining drastically in our schools, crime rampant and people 
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living behind multiple locks and alarms.  How we got here is very important knowledge if 
we are to rise from our present cultural malaise.   
 
For the first half of the twentieth century, up to the 1960’s, American universities, and 
consequently our entire culture, were dominated by Freudian psychology.  We all went 
around talking about our subconscious and “why you really did that.” 
 
Just as Communism was based on some faulty logic, Freud based his psychology on 
some false first premises.  He postulated that man in his “natural state” functioned at 
peace with his instincts.  But civilization taught that he should restrain his sexual 
instincts, his anger, etc.  In his natural state he was uninhibited by the constraints of 
civilization and its willing accomplices, parents and religion.  These constraints caused 
the development of our super ego which inhibited our “natural” behavior.  In our natural 
state, for example, if I were to see an attractive woman I would be expected to do what 
comes naturally.  But in civilization that’s a no no.  Now I’m expected to “repress” my 
natural inclinations.  That of course causes frustration, aggression and sickness. 
ESSENTIALLY, FREUD TAUGHT THAT TRADITIONAL MORALITY MAKES US SICK.  
It is only right then that we strive to liberate ourselves from civilization’s “unnatural” 
moral constraints. 
 
Even though we replaced psychoanalysis with equally deterministic behaviorism in the 
late 1960’s, these ideas put forth by Freud have gained popular acceptance and 
permeate our present victim culture.  Millions of people see themselves as victims of 
their past, their parents, the system, the government, etc. 
 
Indeed the damage done by Freudian psychology was compounded by Skinner in the 
1960’s.  The civil rights movement caused Americans to reject what was perceived as 
the genetic determinism associated with Freud.  It had clear racial implications.  This 
was no problem for the psychologists.  Skinner and the behaviorists were quick to 
respond, “that’s right.”  In fact, it’s not our genes or our instincts that determine our 
behavior, it’s the environment. The famous “nature - nurture” argument was frequently 
heard.  “The environment is also a factor.”  Ironically, in our efforts to escape from 
genetic determinism, we inadvertently slipped into environmental determinism.  Victim 
psychology was victorious, unchallenged, and supreme.  We had exchanged one set of 
intellectual chains for another. 
 
The determinism and pessimism of Freud and Skinner are very much with us today.  
Unfortunately, Freud and Skinner spread beliefs that are not only false, but also 
devastating to both individuals and society. They teach helplessness.  With his 
environmental determinism, Skinner taught that morality was irrelevant.  Even worse, 
Freud taught that morality is destructive, makes us sick.   
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In fact, morality makes us well.  The simple truth is that traditional virtues are natural 
laws.  We cannot escape them, nor avoid the natural consequences when we violate 
them.  We are faced then with a simple equation: 
 
VIRTUE = HAPPINESS, SUCCESSFUL RELATIONSHIPS, ECT. 
 
VICE = UNHAPPINESS, FAILED RELATIONSHIPS, ETC. 
 

The psychology of responsibility & freedom 
 
The great psychiatrist, William Glasser, has developed a different psychology, Control 
Theory (a.k.a. Choice Theory), which offers an alternative to the determinism of Freud 
and Skinner.  Glasser has correctly observed that human behavior is motivated by five 
basic human needs: 

1. physical  
2. freedom 
3. belonging 
4. power 
5. fun 

I refer you to his outstanding books for full explanation and the details of his liberating 
psychology.  Suffice to say here that Glasser will be to twenty-first century psychology 
what Freud and Skinner combined have been to the twentieth.  The big difference of 
course, is Glasser is right. 
 
In studying Control Theory, applying it to my own life and teaching it to others, I have 
come to realize why it is true and effective.  Glasser’s five basic needs are examples of 
our common human nature.  They are universal in all people.  For example, the reason 
democracy is spreading all over the world is because man needs to be free and will 
strive for freedom all his life. 
 
Indeed, no matter what culture you observe, people all need these five things.  No 
matter what age, gender, race, nationality, etc. these needs are there to be seen.  If we 
observe individuals carefully, we can always trace the cause of any of their behavior 
ultimately to one or more of these basic human needs.  What this amounts to is a frame 
of reference for all human behavior including learning, discipline, etc., completely 
different from that of traditional psychology.  As Glasser himself once explained it to me, 
“in order to pass the test to practice psychiatry in California I had to know all the wrong 
answers.” 
 

Natural law and the satisfaction of basic needs 
 
Glasser explains that we spend our lives striving to satisfy these five basic human 
needs.   
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Abraham Maslow was the first of the great modern psychologists to realize that we were 
studying psychology backwards.  We were looking for the unhappiest, sickest most 
miserable people we could find and studying them to see why they were like that.  He 
suggested we look instead for the happiest, healthiest most well adjusted people and 
study them to see why they were like that.  He called these folks “self-actualizing” 
people.  With this paradigm shift modern psychology was born. 
 
Maslow further observed that these people have a lot in common.  He said that they 
have needs which he called “meta needs.”  These included things like justice, love. 
simplicity, etc.  Their needs correspond closely to Aristotle’s virtues list.  I used to think 
these  excellent people are very rare but their numbers are greater than I thought.   
 
We can verify Maslow’s positive approach to psychology from our own experience.  
Think of a person that you know who you think is an outstanding human being, a person 
that you truly admire.  This is a person we love, someone who has made a great 
contribution to our lives.   
 
I can describe that person to you. 
 

THAT OUTSTANDING PERSON’S DESCRIPTION IS: 
 

HUMBLE MODERATE 
 

COURAGEOUS PATIENT 
 

SELF DISCIPLINED PERSEVERANT 
 

FORGIVING PRUDENT 
 

GENEROUS RESPECTFUL 
 

HONEST RESPONSIBLE 
 

HOPEFUL SIMPLE 
 

JUST/FAIR SPIRITUAL 
 

KIND TOLERANT 
 

LOYAL WORK 
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I have asked that question of thousands of people and they all agree that their 
outstanding person can be accurately described by the above list of attributes.  When 
we think about it, WE ALL KNOW WHAT EXCELLENCE IS: TRADITIONAL VIRTUE. 
 
What we don’t seem to recognize is that TRADITIONAL VIRTUES ARE NATURAL 
LAWS.  The reason we all admire these people is that they are living in conformity to 
natural law.  That is why they are excellent.  That is also why they are the happiest and 
most content people we know.  The fact that they all can be described in the same 
terms (i.e. VIRTUE) indicates a common cause for their being excellent, happy, and 
content. 
 
In terms of Glasser’s model, these people are “need satisfied.”  They have their basic 
human needs; physical, power, freedom, belonging and fun in balance and satisfied.  
Since these are all virtuous people, it is clear that the general means to a happy life is 
traditional virtue.  It is not by chance that these virtues have been taught by every 
human culture throughout recorded history.  This fact is true because mankind has 
discovered the necessary relationship between goodness or virtue and happiness.  The 
fact that he also keeps forgetting and rediscovering it not withstanding.   
 
THE SECRET TO HUMAN HAPPINESS IS HUMAN VIRTUE.  Virtue is the common 
denominator for all truly happy people.  Isn’t it ironic when we think of the tremendous 
amounts of money, time and work expended on self help courses and programs?  
There is only one self help program that works: virtuous behavior. 
 
It is equally ironic to observe present massive efforts to improve discipline in our 
schools.  Millions of dollars are being spent on training programs that propose values 
clarification, rewards and punishments, assertive discipline, etc.  None of these 
programs recognize the only discipline program that works: traditional virtue. 
 
We have only to look around us to verify this simple truth.  People who are well 
disciplined are virtuous.  To the extent people are not well disciplined, they are not 
virtuous.  There is no such thing as good discipline without virtue.  VIRTUE IS GOOD 
DISCIPLINE.  GOOD DISCIPLINE IS VIRTUE.  THEY ARE IDENTICAL.  Therefore, to 
improve discipline we must teach and practice virtue.  Nothing else will do. 
 
Nonetheless, thousands of schools are trying to improve discipline while overlooking 
this essential foundation.  Until this essential foundation is recognized and acted upon, 
discipline will continue to decline in our schools despite the expenditure of tremendous 
resources of money, work and time to improve it.  Educators have spent decades trying 
to improve student discipline.  There is a strong general consensus among educators 
that it has only gotten significantly worse. 
 
This is of course equally true for the problem of crime and the general deterioration of 
behavior in our culture at large.  We must reinstitute these standards in our families, our 
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workplaces and our neighborhoods.  Simply spending more money and passing more 
laws will not do it. 
 

Virtue: the higher standards we need most 
 
The latest intense educational effort is aimed at raising academic standards.  The entire 
country is engrossed in this important goal.  Enormous energy and resources are being 
expended to come up with “authentic assessments” as one of the primary means to 
these higher academic standards. 
. 
Raising Academic standards is really not a problem.  We could, for example, require a 
grade of “B” for credit.  “Poof,” we’ve raised standards.  All of the activity to change tests 
is in fact occurring because about 95% of our students cannot now reach high 
standards on our present tests.  I’ve asked thousands of educators to estimate the 
percent of  in American public schools that are consistently achieving at a high level.  
Virtually all of them agree it is 15% or less.  Most educators agree on 5%.  If we change 
our tests without “dumbing down” the standards, we will still have about 95% of our 
students unable to reach high standards. 
 
The entire nation is undertaking what amounts to a gigantic diversion.  No one thinks we 
need higher academic standards more than me.  At the same time we are neglecting to 
deal with the programmatic causes of low achievement, we are failing to deal with the 
even more important root problem.  The higher standards we need most are not 
academic.  The higher standards we need most are moral.  If our moral standards were 
high, academic standards and achievement would be much higher.  
 
If Standards such as responsibility, perseverance, work, etc. were in place in our 
culture, academic standards would automatically rise.  Without such standards as 
norms for behavior, raising academic standards will be an exercise in futility.  Even if we 
improve other serious and disabling systemic problems (which we are generally ignoring 
right now), we will still have low, mediocre achievement and increasing discipline 
problems in our schools. 
 

Virtue and self esteem 
 
If you think “self esteem” is psychobabble, use “self-respect.” 
 
One St. Patrick’s day I came to an important insight.  It occurred to me how many times 
in my life people had said, or clearly implied, that I’m good because I’m Irish.  This of 
course is nonsense.  Irish doesn’t make me good any more than it makes me bad.  The 
things we value have no moral implications, good or bad.   
 
Self esteem is another area of high interest and effort in our schools, families, and 
throughout the larger culture.  One tactic used to improve student self esteem is to 
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teach them their cultural heritage.  While that may have some value, one’s cultural 
heritage does not make them good any more than it makes them bad.  For purposes of 
building self esteem, it is a house built on sand. 
 
I recently observed a video of a counseling session in which a teenage girl was trying to 
overcome a problem of low self esteem.  She told the counselor that the other students 
didn’t like her.  She was having a very difficult time getting along with them.  When 
asked why she responded that they make fun of her.  She then explained that her nose 
is too big (“look at my nose”) and that she is at least six inches too short for her age. 
 
The counselor asked if she got along well with any of her teachers.   
 
She responded that she liked Mrs. Smith.   
 
When asked why she said that Mrs. Smith is real pretty.   
 
“Nice nose?’   
 
“Oh yeah.  And she dresses really nice.” 
 
The counselor then asked if there were any pretty teachers that she did not like.   
 
She responded, “Oh yeah.  Mrs. Jones.”   
 
“She’s real pretty?”   
 
“Yeah.”  
 
 “Dresses nice.  Nice nose?”   
 
“Oh yeah.” 
 
The counselor then summarized.  “Let me see if I’ve got this straight.  You like Mrs. 
Smith because she’s pretty and dresses nice.  But you don’t like Mrs. Jones who also is 
real pretty and dresses nice.  Correct?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“Tell me a little more about Mrs. Jones.  Why don’t you like her?” 
 
“She doesn’t like us.  She doesn’t respect the students, she’s sarcastic and mean.” 
 
“And Mrs. Smith?” 
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“Oh she’s real nice to us, cares about us” 
 
“Could it be, since both teachers are real pretty, the reason that you like Mrs. Smith is 
not because she’s pretty, but because she’s good?” 
 
The student looked shocked.  It had obviously never occurred to her that “good” could 
be the reason.  
 
The counselor continued by asking her to tell him more about how the other kids treated 
her.   
 
She said that they make fun of her.  They call her names. 
 
“What kind of names?” 
 
“Oh they call me Shorty, this and that, liar, this and that, this and that.” 
 
“They call you a liar? 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“Do you ever lie to them?” 
 
“Weeeell sometimes.” 
 
At this point we can see the cause of her self esteem problem. Her problem is not her 
nose or her height.  She is a liar and nobody likes a liar, including the liar.  It will do her 
no good to teach her cultural history, tell her a thousand times that her nose is okay, 
bombard her with constant positive reinforcement, etc.  She knows that she is a liar and 
none of the traditional strategies for building self esteem will change that.  The only 
solution to her self esteem problem is the virtue of honesty.  Nothing else will do.  As 
long as she continues to lie, she will alienate others who will not like her and she will not 
like herself.  The reason is quite simple.  Liars are not likable.  No one respects or likes 
a liar. 
 
Once again, we see the schools extending great effort and resources to improve 
student self image while overlooking the only effective means to that end: virtue.  
Without this foundation, efforts to raise student self esteem are an exercise in futility. 
 
Schools are generally trying to improve self esteem by various types of 
“reinforcements.”  These include efforts to send positive messages to students to show 
them that we think that they are good, worthwhile, etc.  Sadly, the schools are once 
again misled, in this case by behavioral (i.e. stimulus - response psychology).  The 
fallacy here is the assumption (i.e. false first premise) that self image is a product of 
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how others (i.e. the environment) see me.  By definition, self image is a product of how I 
see myself.  You can send me all the positive messages you want, but I will know if I am 
a liar, a cheat, cruel, disrespectful, etc.  My self esteem will be high only when I respect 
and love myself.  This can only take place when I am respectable and lovable, or 
virtuous. 
 
Ironically, we all have known people from incredibly negative and destructive 
environments who nonetheless have high self esteem.  These people respect and love 
themselves as well as others.  They are virtuous.  That’s all they need. 
 
Observation makes this clear.  Those people we admire all have very high self esteem.  
In fact they respect and love themselves.  The reason is quite obvious.  They are 
respectable and lovable.  Virtuous people always are.  The essential first premise for a 
positive self image is virtue.  Absent that first premise, all other strategies and efforts to 
assist such  (or adults) are in vain. They have always failed and always will. 
 
Schools should be concerned with student self esteem or self respect..  This is true not 
only for the sake of the students themselves, but also because those who do not 
respect themselves will be unable to respect others.  Disrespect for others is a sure sign 
of low self esteem.  But we are going about it all wrong.  The girl in the counseling 
example cited above doesn’t even know what “good” is.  She thinks the value “pretty” is 
“good.”  As long as this moral confusion exists, the problem will continue and get worse.   
Schools must teach character education (we used to call it “citizenship”).  I will make 
specific recommendations on this topic later.  But first we must clear up the moral 
confusion prevalent among most adults. 
 

Natural law and success 
 
Steven Covey points out that there are two “C’s” in success.  One is for character and 
the other is for competence, the two ingredients needed to succeed at any task.  He is 
correct.  But they are not of equal importance.  Character is primary.  If I have character, 
I will do what is necessary to develop or otherwise acquire any competence I need. 
 
At the age of 53 I decided to learn how to use a computer.  Prior to then, I did not know 
how to turn one on.  I signed up for courses.  One day I was working in an intermediate 
word processing class of 10 .  There were two teenage girls in the class who 
demonstrated considerable ease in learning.  They were cutting through this stuff like a 
hot knife through butter.  I was having a tough time.  In fact, by the end of the day I was 
more confused than when I entered the class in the morning.  I sat there developing a 
headache and wondering, “what do I have to do to learn this computer?” 
 
It occurred to me that this teacher was communicating effectively with adolescents.  
After all, I’m a Ph.D.  This guy is obviously not on my level.   
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Then I thought, “Will arrogance help me learn the computer?”  No! 
 
What then am I to do?  Suddenly it occurred to me.  I need to be patient.  I need to 
persevere, to work, be humble (it’s okay for this to be harder for me than it is for two 
adolescents), etc.  The answer is, ”be virtuous.”  If I do these things I will learn the 
computer.  My headache almost immediately was relieved.  I knew what I needed to do 
to succeed.  Sure enough, a year later I was relatively accomplished and quite 
comfortable with the computer.  In fact, I enjoy it very much and am confident that I can 
and will learn as much as I want in this fascinating technology; as long as I’m patient, 
work, persevere, etc. 
 
More importantly, I realized that the key to success of any kind is virtue.  If I behave 
virtuously, I can develop competence in most, if not all things I want. VIRTUE IS NOT 
ONLY THE SECRET TO HAPPINESS, BUT ALSO THE SECRET TO SUCCESS AS 
WELL. 
 

Humility: the first virtue 
 
In his “Seven Habits of Highly Effective” People Covey notes that humility is necessarily 
the first of all the virtues.  This is because without humility we cannot pursue or possess 
the other virtues.  If there is one virtue that we’ve trashed its humility (though God 
knows we’ve trashed them all). 
 
In looking at history, it is clear that the primary problem plaguing mankind has not 
changed from the beginning of humanity to the present.  If we go back to Adam (that’s 
the beginning of course), we see that Adam’s sin was pride.  It was not good enough for 
Adam to live in paradise with God.  Oh no.  Adam had to eat from the tree of 
knowledge, know everything and be perfect just as God is perfect.  Adam would not 
accept his own imperfection. 
 
Because of Adam’s pride, he unleashed the four horseman of the apocalypse on us: 
war, pestilence, famine and death.  They roam the earth at will to this day.  If you doubt 
this, watch the 6:00 o’clock news tonight and see for yourself.  This was the first 
violation of natural law (i.e. the natural law of humility). 
 
Adam was the first human perfectionist.  A perfectionist is a person who takes great 
pains and gives them to others.  Since a perfectionist will not tolerate the possibility of 
imperfection in himself, he is intolerant of it in others.  In truth only One is perfect.  The 
rest of us are imperfect.  HUMILITY IS THE ABILITY TO RECOGNIZE AND ACCEPT 
MY OWN IMPERFECTION.  Without humility I cannot pursue my own improvement.  I 
cannot pursue virtue, the only means to excellence, self improvement or the 
improvement of anything else in my life.  Any suggestion of imperfection is seen not as 
a possible opportunity to improve, but as a criticism or threat. 
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In fact, EXCELLENCE IS THE HABIT OF SELF IMPROVEMENT (OR THE HABIT OF 
PURSUIT OF VIRTUE).  Excellence becomes possible only when I recognize and 
accept that perfection is not.  Without this recognition and acceptance I am the prisoner 
of my own self-righteousness and pride. 
 
The trap of arrogance is precisely that it effectively blocks excellence or the pursuit of 
self improvement.  Energy is expended instead in defense of one’s own perfection.  It is 
little wonder that arrogant people are universally disliked and have poor relations with 
others.  Since they consistently violate the natural law of humility, they are generally 
unhappy people with the necessary resulting low self esteem.  Nobody likes arrogant 
people, including the arrogant person.  Arrogance is the enemy of both happiness and 
real success.  The previously cited example of learning the computer is a clear example 
of how arrogance can be an obstacle to success. 
 
Humility ironically is the first virtue even for high self esteem.  I must be able to be 
tolerant of myself, accept the fact of my own imperfection or high self esteem is 
impossible. 
 
In sum, Covey is right.  Without the great virtue of humility the other virtues are beyond 
our grasp, as therefore are happiness and success.  Without virtue we can have neither.  
Just as pride is the first of all vices, humility is necessarily the first of all the virtues. 
 

Responsibility:  the necessary first premise for freedom 
 
Since we have observed that those people we admire are the most responsible and 
therefore the freest people that we know, we need to consider present thinking on 
responsibility. 
 
Popular culture tends to refer frequently to group responsibility.  Individuals are seen, 
even defined in terms of group membership:  Black, White, male, female, rich, poor, old, 
young, etc.  We hear things like “generational responsibility”.  These categories are 
functioning as a modern form of tribal identity (leading to a variety of forms of tribalism).  
I have heard people say things like “Irish is who I am” thus defining themselves in terms 
of a group.  Lacking individual identity, it is small wonder that we deny individual 
responsibility.  Thus “males” are responsible for gender bias.  Twentieth century “White 
people” are responsible for the American slave system.  “Blacks” are responsible for 
most crime.  “Jews” were responsible for Germany’s defeat in World War 1, etc.  The 
acceptance of group responsibility is the necessary first premise for group guilt.  We 
seem to overlook the fact that bias is nothing more than the process of judging 
individuals by group membership. 
 
Just as group membership makes me guilty of nothing, it also in and of itself makes me 
responsible for nothing.  THE ONLY RESPONSIBILITY THAT MAKES ANY SENSE OR 
HAS ANY VALIDITY IS INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITY. 
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Premise:  Individuals are the products of their environment  
 
Conclusion:  Therefore they are not responsible for their behavior. 
 
But then who is responsible?  The environment, which translates many ways.  
Frequently it translates into groups.  For example “men” are responsible for sexism.  
“Whites” are responsible for racism.  Thus while individuals are not responsible for their 
behavior, groups are. 
 
The great irony here is that an obvious contradiction is overlooked by the group guilt 
advocates.  If, as they believe, individuals are victims and not responsible for their 
individual behavior, how can groups made up totally of irresponsible individuals be 
responsible? 
 
Paradoxically, the extent to which a group acts responsibly will be in direct proportion to 
the degree of individual responsibility of its members.  No more and no less.  There is 
no such thing as group responsibility.  I am responsible only for my individual behavior, 
the only behavior I can control. 
 
This misplaced responsibility on groups has lead to incredible nonsense and damage.  
In our efforts to impose group responsibility we have absolved individuals of 
responsibility.  Once again we can see the pernicious influence of stimulus - response 
psychology.  I am the victim of my environment.  If I have a problem getting a job it’s 
because of affirmative action which discriminates against me as a White man.  My 
problem is the bias of others (women, non white males, etc.) and consequently I resent 
these groups and attribute to deal with my problem.  do I empower myself responsibility 
for my problem to them.  I therefore have no individual responsibility to get a job.  The 
world is unfair.  I am the helpless victim of an unfair world.  Unfortunately that will never 
get me a job. 
 
Once I have a problem, even if it is caused by someone else, it is nonetheless my 
problem.  To blame others, correctly or incorrectly, will not solve my problem.  Only I am 
responsible for how I choose to respond to my problem.  Only in accepting responsibility 
for my problem do I empower myself to deal with it. 
 
In truth whatever the implications of membership in the countless groups to which I 
belong (male, white, middle age, senior citizen, middle class, college educated, 
Catholic, college teacher, etc.), group guilt and group responsibility belong to none of 
them.  The view that individuals are not responsible for their own behavior is a critical 
assumption absolutely necessary for our present moral confusion and decline.  That 
belief, introduced by Freud and confirmed by Skinner, is still legitimized in most 
university psychology training.  Indeed, it has branched out from the psychology 
department and thoroughly infiltrated most of the liberal arts departments, and even 
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some of the science and business departments.  Thus firmly gripping academia, it 
permeates the entire culture.  It is not only false but immoral and catastrophic in its 
individual and social impact.  Intellectually, it is the absurd equivalent of teaching that 
the world is flat. 
 

The virtue of work 
 
Work is presently seen as a value in our culture.  It’s worth, therefore, is relative.  A 
doctor is seen as “better” than a custodian for example.  This is also clear since the 
importance of work itself is viewed by many as relative.  Work is good if you have a 
particular reason, to make a living or perform some good deed.  It is not considered 
essential, however as evidenced by the American welfare system which until very 
recently in effect said that “if you don’t work all your life, it’s okay.”  In fact if you are the 
second, third etc. generation to spend your whole life without working, it’s okay.” 
 
A college student in New York City complained to President Clinton that he was being 
required to clean toilets for his welfare while attending college (City University is also 
almost free, since it is heavily subsidized by taxpayers.)  Why should he have to do this 
“demeaning work?”  The President did not give a clear response. 
 
On hearing of this incident, New York State’s Senator Patrick Moynihan stated that it is 
perfectly all right to require this work.  He thus implicitly demonstrates recognition of the 
“virtue” of work.  Notably, the President did not. 
 
In fact, work is a virtue.  It is a behavior that makes me good.  When I work, I not only 
earn my daily bread, but I also make a contribution to the common good.  It doesn’t 
matter what form work takes as long as it’s honest work.  The road crews out digging 
and working on the road today are enabling the rest of us to move about more safely 
and conveniently.   
 
All too often we have heard things like, “What do you expect people to do, take jobs at 
McDonalds?”  This implies that jobs like working at McDonalds are demeaning, that it is 
better not to work than to take such a job.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  
There is great dignity in all honest work, although we have corruptly lost our respect for 
many forms of it.  By thus encouraging people to not work, we contribute to their low self 
esteem, continued dependence on others and their general destruction.  We unwittingly 
help to keep them out of the workforce by supporting such irresponsible behavior, and 
thus contribute to their misery. 
 
In our confused state, while we attempt to defend this condition in others and thus 
support their “self esteem” we have actually elevated sloth to the status of virtue.  High 
self esteem is not possible in people who are able to work and do not. 
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People who work can test this experientially.  Would it be acceptable for them to not 
work themselves, or for their working age parents, children or friends to not work?  They 
would be horrified.  And yet many think it is “compassionate” to accept this behavior in 
others, even to facilitate it through their support of programs that make it possible and 
are essential to sustain such self destructive and anti social behavior. 
 
Interestingly, when genuinely high self esteem people retire and no longer need to work 
for a living, they still work in some way.  Many do volunteer work as long as they are 
able, recognizing that work is necessary for their well being, they feel the need to 
contribute to their fellow man in some way.  While they may reduce the amount and 
nature of the work that they do, they will continue to so “contribute” as long as they are 
able. 
 
It is in fact a pernicious falsehood to believe work is any less necessary than 
responsibility, respect, kindness etc.  It is every bit as much a natural law as any other 
virtue.  With the exception of the tiny fraction of people who cannot work, long periods 
without work are detrimental and destructive to those who do not work and to society at 
large. 
 
The choice to not work is clearly self destructive.  Yet it has been encouraged in so 
many ways for so long in our country, ironically in the name of compassion.   
 

The fallacy that poverty causes crime 
 
A logical fallacy that is currently causing great harm has a Latin name:  non sequiture.  
This fallacy occurs when we conclude erroneously that one thing is necessarily logically 
followed by another.  It is commonly believed in American popular thought that poverty 
causes crime.  Indeed it is concluded that poverty is one of “the root causes” of crime.  
Therefore, as long as poverty exists, crime will be caused by it. 
 
The view that poverty causes crime is analogous to the view that wealth causes virtue.  
It is, of course, equally absurd.  No one would subscribe to the later view.  There is 
overwhelming evidence that poverty does not cause crime.   
Does poverty cause the crime of rape?  Obviously not. 
If poverty causes crime, why are there wealthy criminals? 
If poverty causes crime, why is the overwhelming proportion of poor people not 
criminals? 
There is no reason to believe that white collar crime, clearly not caused by poverty, is 
any less common than crime committed by the poor.  We certainly have no shortage of 
white collar criminals. 
 
The non-sequiture assertion that poverty causes crime creates an abhorrent bias 
against poor people.  If you see one near you be careful, they are far more likely to be 
criminals.  The view that the poor are disproportionally criminal is a hideous bias.  In 
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addition to supporting this bias, in their “compassionate” efforts to excuse poor criminals 
of responsibility for their crimes, they not only insult the overwhelming majority of 
innocent poor people, but support crime, since the tiny fraction of poor people who are 
criminals are seen as the victims of their poverty and therefore not responsible for their 
behavior.  They are the helpless victims of their environment.  (Thanks again B. F. 
Skinner.) 
 
As Glasser so brilliantly explains in his watershed psychology book, “Control Theory,” 
our environment does not “cause” any of our behavior, but merely presents us with 
some of the choices available to us at any given time.  All of our behavior is “caused” or 
motivated by the five basic human needs common to all people: poor, rich, male, 
female, etc.  Some choose virtuous behaviors to respond to these five motives or 
“causes” while others choose vice or negative destructive behaviors. 
 
Indeed the cause of crime has not changed throughout human history.  The first 
recorded crime was Cain’s murder of his brother Able.  The cause was not poverty, but 
vice.  Specifically Cain slew Able because of the vice of envy.  He was jealous.  To this 
day envy and all of the other vices (greed, lust, anger, pride, sloth, and despair) are the 
only causes of crime.  There have never been any other causes, are none now and 
never will be.  Without these vices there would be no crime. 
 
Poverty is no more the cause of crime than wealth is the cause of virtue.  It’s time to 
abandon this clearly fallacious and devastatingly destructive belief. 
 

The solution to poverty 
 
The causes of poverty in America are many.  Some are born into poverty.  Some are 
lured into it by the welfare system.  Millions come as immigrants from impoverished 
countries bringing their poverty with them.  Some are poor simply out of bad luck or 
injustice.  
  
Whichever of the many causes may apply to anyone, there is only one solution to 
poverty.  For the answer, we can once again resort to our own experience and 
observation. 
 
For hundreds of years literally millions of poor people have come to America and risen 
out of poverty.  How did they do it?  The answer is virtue.  They worked, often in the 
most “menial” of jobs.  Frequently they did so for extended periods of time.  They saved 
(thrift is an example of the virtue of prudence or the application of wisdom to practice).  
They persevered, were patient, etc.  Other than the remote instance of winning the 
lottery, (which provides false hope to millions for every winner) no other behavior has 
ever worked.  The only person who can get me out of poverty is me.  The only plan or 
method known to be successful is virtue. 
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I had the opportunity to spend five days at an academic conference at a university in 
Beijing, China.  One evening at dinner one of the Chinese professors said some 
amazing things.  He said that what the Chinese want is the same things that Americans 
already have, decent housing, jobs, a reasonable economic lifestyle. Etc.  Then he said, 
“and we know how you got them: free market capitalism.”  As you see in Beijing we are 
making great progress in our cities.  We still have hundreds of millions of poor in the 
rural areas.  We will end poverty in China by educating those people to empower them 
to work at skilled jobs.  We will do this through use of computers to reach them in 
remote areas. 
 
Note all the virtues: responsibility, work, patience, kindness, etc.   
 
Dinner ended about 7:00.  One Chinese professor asked, “When are we meeting?”   
 
“In about ten minutes,” another replied. 
 
We had been at the conference since 9:00 that morning.  I asked, “How often do you 
meet after dinner and how late do you work?”   
 
“Every night until about 11:00,” he replied.   
 
I said, “isn’t that a very long day?”   
 
“It is our duty,” (I e responsibility) he replied.   
 
For the first time in my life I believe it is possible to end worldwide poverty. 
 
When referring to poor people, I have often heard the statement, “What do you expect 
them to do?  Lift themselves up by their own bootstraps?”  This clearly indicates the 
belief that poor people are unable to help themselves.  It is obviously impossible for 
anyone to pull himself up by his own bootstraps.  Subtly, poor people are thus told, "You 
are incapable of helping yourself.  You are helpless.” 
 
In fact, virtuous behavior is always helpful, and not just for dealing with the problem of 
poverty.  Virtue is the best answer for any problem!  Try it out.  Any problem you can 
have, no matter what it is:  Virtue is the best response you can make.  Unfortunately, 
many poor people believe the false view of their “compassionate” well wishers that the 
solution to their poverty is in the hands of others. 
 
This truth does not absolve anyone else of responsibility to do whatever they can to 
create conditions to enable poor people to choose virtuous alternatives that will result in 
rising out of poverty.  Others can strive to maximize opportunities for poor people.  
Nonetheless, whether you will help me or not, only virtue will improve my condition.  
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Unless poor people help themselves, their poverty will be permanent.  To deny this truth 
in the name of “compassion” is destructive foolishness at best. 
 
Obviously there will always be a small percent of our population that is incapable; of 
supporting itself.  We are individually and collectively required to provide for them.   

 
High standards, imperfection, and humility 

 
While working with a group of educators on this topic of high standards of virtue, I was 
challenged by a participant. 
 
”Tom, are you saying that you always live up to these standards?” 
 
“No.  Of course not.” 
 
“Doesn’t that make you a hypocrite?” 
 
“No.  That only makes me human.” 
 
The simple truth is that I am imperfect.  The fact that I all too frequently fail to live up to 
my high standards is only human.  When I fail, I pick myself up and try again.  As far as 
I’m concerned that’s what life is all about.  It is the virtue of humility that enables me to 
except my own imperfection while striving for my own improvement. 
 
The fact of human imperfection is undeniable.  Unfortunately it has been used as an 
excuse to lower standards.  Once again the fallacy of reducio ad absurdam is put into 
effect.  Because people cannot consistently reach so high without at least occasional 
failure, we lower the bar.  Once lowered, the new expectations become the norm.  For 
example, since sexual abstinence is difficult for most young people, we conclude that it 
is impossible.  The new standard becomes give them condoms since we can’t expect 
them to live up to a higher standard of respect and responsibility.  Expect them to be 
sexually promiscuous, since better behavior is virtually impossible.   
 
We have done this in numerous ways.  Since it is unreasonable for children to be well 
behaved all the time, we expect children to be discipline problems in school.  We expect 
people to cheat on their taxes.  We expect married people to be promiscuous and half 
of our marriages to end in divorce.  Most people cannot be expected to vote, etc.  Low 
expectations are used to justify less than the best behavior. 
 
Since all people are imperfect, imperfection has become the standard. Categorical 
confusion again, this time of sin and sinner.  While I am nobody’s judge (as required by 
the virtue of tolerance) I am responsible to judge behavior: both my own and others.  
Condemning people is intolerant. On the other hand accepting wrongful behavior is to 
participate in it.  People and behavior are not the same.  Since I live in a glass house I 
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can throw no stones.  Indeed, let him who is innocent cast the first stone.  If we 
practiced the great virtue of tolerance, no stones would be cast at people for failing, 
while high standards of virtue are maintained for behavior. 
 
But confusion of person and behavior has caused us In the name of tolerance to accept, 
and even approve of destructive behavior.  Divorce is a good example.  No one has the 
right to judge anyone who is divorced.   
 
I know a woman whose husband deserted her with four young children.  She has been 
nothing less than heroic in her responsibility to raise her children.  I have never met a 
person of greater virtue. There are undoubtedly cases when divorce is the lesser evil 
among the available choices. There are cases when one partner has little or no 
responsibility for the divorce.  That doesn’t make divorce itself good.  It is categorically 
bad.  It is always tragic when a relationship is broken, particularly so when children are 
hurt in the process.  So while virtue requires me to respect and love divorced people (in 
this case even the irresponsible husband/father) every bit as much as anyone else, it 
also requires me to reject divorce as a standard.  While it may sometimes be necessary, 
it is never good. 
 
Many divorced people understand this critical distinction better than many others.  
Having experienced this tragedy, they know all too well that there is nothing good about 
it.  As long as there is marriage, there will be divorce.  We however, have elevated 
divorce to an “alternative lifestyle,” an acceptable standard.  A standard by definition 
should be the best we can be or do.  While some will undoubtedly always have to 
accept divorce, we should never accept it as a standard.  Humble divorced people see 
their divorce as a failure, which it is. 
 
Having so failed, what should one do?  The answer is quite simple and always the 
same: PURSUE VIRTUE JUST AS ONE SHOULD AFTER ANY OTHER FAILURE.  
The divorced person can and should pursue virtue and excellence in their own life, and 
are just as capable of achieving them as anyone else. 

 
The little engine, the tortoise and the Lone Ranger 

 
We tend to set our standards in terms of people we admire.  These role models are 
extremely important, especially to young people who are generally very impressionable.  
When I was in kindergarten I remember (65 years latter) the teacher reading us the 
story of “The Little Engine That Could.” The little engine was virtuous.  He was 
characterized as hard working, persevering, optimistic (optimism is an example of the 
virtue of hope), self respecting, etc. 
 
She also read us the story “of The Tortoise and the Hare.”  Although less gifted than the 
hare, the tortoise was more virtuous (hard working, perseverant, etc.).  It was clearly 
more important to be virtuous than have talent.  The arrogance of the speedy hare was 
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self defeating, even to the extent that he could be beaten by a slowest of creatures, a 
virtuous turtle. 
 
Starting in kindergarten, and continuing throughout public school, I was taught virtue.  
Later we read about and discussed “honest Abe” and others too numerous to list.  The 
public schools considered the teaching of virtue as a central part of education.  Indeed, 
as I look back, it was considered the most important thing we needed to learn.  Models 
of virtue were continually presented and discussed, especially in terms of their virtue.  
Natural law (though not specifically labeled as such at that time) was the primary and 
constant focus of my education.  How fortunate I was to have attended such a fine 
public school. 
 
I have traveled a lot working with schools around our country.  One night in my motel 
room I was channel surfing and came across The Lone Ranger in an old black and 
white episode.  To the background of the William Tell Overture, I watched something I 
hadn’t seen in at least 40 years.  What did the Lone Ranger do?  He went around 
defending the weak from the forces of evil.  He was courageous.  He was tolerant; his 
best friend was of another race.  He was respectful.  You’d better not bother any women 
while the Lone Ranger was around.  (He is still one of my heroes. 
 
I recalled other T V shows.  Superman started each episode explaining how Superman 
strove for “truth, justice, and the American way.”  Truth and justice are of course great 
virtues. 
 
Virtue was thus taught to me by my school, parents, church, and even the media.  As 
little Tommy Kelly sat there watching things like the Lone Ranger, he frequently thought, 
“When I grow up I want to be like him.”  The whole culture supported this teaching.   
 
How far we’ve gone, downhill.  Now we tell our children not to bring their guns to school 
and adults not to sell drugs near schools.  We have been in moral retreat since the 
sixties.  The only question remaining seems to be, “how low can we go?” 

 
The media and emerging gutter culture 

 
Who are the role models for our children now:  Celebrities, rock stars, the rich and 
famous?  What standards do they teach?  The media is the single greatest contributor 
to the emerging gutter culture gaining dominance in our country.  The ubiquitous nature 
of the media has enabled the culture of “Tinsel Town” to permeate the larger general 
culture and become dominant.  
 
For hypocrisy the media is second to none.  They proclaim their concern for 
righteousness constantly while selling violence, disrespect and promiscuous sex, for 
money.  Shows about families portray parents as idiots. Two parent families are referred 
to disparagingly as “Leave it to Beaver” families. This term is a code used to ridicule two 
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parent families.  Ridicule is heaped on people constantly in news and talk shows.  When 
the media is challenged on this point, they quickly point out their rights.  While my rights 
are a great value, my responsibilities are a great virtue.  When we make our “rights” the 
standard, we lower the bar and defy natural law.  A costly mistake.  The media shows 
little inclination to accept their responsibilities.  Their tremendous influence on the entire 
culture is devastating.   
 
Masculinity is under constant attack by the media.  It seems like you rarely hear the 
term “husband” without the corresponding “wife beater.”  “Father” is frequently followed 
by “child abuser.”  This denigration of masculinity is constant in the media.  Even 
“heroic” men are portrayed as masters of violence, brutality and havoc.  Much of this 
constant attack is quite subtle.  The practice of sexual harassment is portrayed as 
everywhere.  The virtuous men who were the ubiquitous role models for young Tommy 
Kelly are no longer to be seen in the media. 
 
I repeat my stinging rhetorical question for my own generation.  How did we let this 
happen?  We were taught better.  We rightly react to pollution of our air and water with 
indignation and outrage.  We boycott anyone sponsoring such things.  Yet we sit idyll 
while our culture is being polluted.  We are even duped into criticizing those few brave 
souls who speak up as “puritans, prudes” and/or assailants on our rights. 
 
Let me be very clear here.  I am not calling for censorship.  More laws are not the 
answer.  I am merely calling for each of us to accept the individual responsibility to 
reject garbage.  That means being courageous enough to call garbage what it is.  It 
means being disciplined enough to not pay for garbage, or the products of those who 
sponsor garbage.  If there were no profit in garbage, there would be virtually none in the 
media.   
 
While it is true that I do not sell garbage for money, that is not enough.  People could 
not pollute our culture if we did not accept it.  It is not enough to criticize others for 
cultural pollution.  There are things I can do to stop it.  I am morally obligated to accept 
this responsibility, no matter how small my individual contribution may be.  Virtue isn’t 
limited to not doing wrong, but also requires doing right.  I forget who said it but it is true:  
For evil to prevail all good people need do is remain silent.  That is generally what is 
going on right now. 
 

When bad is good 
 
Our present moral confusion is greatly enhanced by another fallacy, “nonsequiture.”  
Victim psychology makes effective use of this fallacy for example when it teaches us 
that we are not in control of our own behavior.  Therefore, we are not responsible.  This 
phenomenon takes many forms.  I will give a few examples. 
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Many believe we are the “product” of our family.  If our family is a mess (an all too 
common condition these days) it is unreasonable for anyone (especially myself) to think 
I will be anything but a mess.  It is to be expected that I will be “a mess.”  Whatever the 
wrongdoing of my family may be, I can be expected to behave no better.  Thus the 
nonsequiture: My family is a mess; therefore I must be a mess. 
 
I have heard teachers and administrators say things like, “after all, these are poor 
children.”  The unspoken implication is clearly that therefore we should expect low 
achievement, lots of violence, promiscuity, a higher rate of crime, etc.  After all they are 
the products of their environment, which in this case is poor. 
 
Adults who are third or fourth generation on welfare formerly were not expected to work.  
They were consistently reminded that they are the products of their poverty. 
 
There are many more examples similar to the above.  The common denominator for all 
of them is that they are used to justify the denial of responsibility.  I am not responsible 
for my own life or my own behavior because: 

• I am poor 
• I have dysfunctional parents (a good excuse even if I am rich) 
• I am female (and we all know that the world is unfair to females) 
• I am a White male 
• I am Black 
• I am Hispanic 
• I am Asian 
• I am this, I am that, etc. 

Imagine the odds against a person who is Black, female, poor, and has dysfunctional 
parents: a quadruple whammy, the ultimate victim. 
 
Once identified as victims, irresponsible conduct is only to be expected.  It is not the 
responsibility of the individual but his circumstances.  Therefore their irresponsible 
behavior is acceptable.  It may even be good.  For example, when a poor person 
defaces public property with graffiti it is not considered disrespectful, but rather an 
expression of “folk art.”  When a rich person does the same thing, while we may not 
view it as good, it is certainly acceptable since he is merely expressing his rage at his 
abusive parents. 
 
We all are familiar with the case of the two brothers who murdered their wealthy parents 
and almost got away with it.  Their first trial resulted in a hung jury because, “they were 
the victims of abusive parents.” 
 
There is no excuse for irresponsible behavior.  Whatever the circumstances of my life, I 
am constantly confronted with choices.  I can choose right or I can choose wrong.  
There is no justification for choosing wrong.  Wrong is never an acceptable alternative 
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or justifiable choice.  It matters not how “wrongly” others behave toward me.  I am not 
responsible for their conduct, only my own. 
 
We have set cultural mores in place that absolve individuals of their responsibility for 
their own behavior.  We then accept and even justify wrongful behavior.  To do this is to 
participate in wrongdoing and the self destruction of these people.  I am responsible for 
accepting and/or justifying wrong behavior.  I may not judge people but I am responsible 
to judge behavior. 
. 
In addition to the above justifications for wrong, we frequently hear things like, 
“Everybody does it.”  Thus the criterion for behavior is not justice, respect patience, etc., 
but rather how many people do it.  If it is a lot, it is acceptable behavior.  If the number is 
large enough it is good. 
 
Thus we have arrived at a world which sees “BAD” AS ACCEPTABLE AND EVEN 
“GOOD.” 
 
We need to face reality.  I am today the product of my choices.  I will be tomorrow the 
product of my choices today.  The good news is as long as I am alive I can learn and 
make better choices.  The criteria for my choices is simple: Is my choice virtuous? 
 

When good is bad 
 
If you want to do something bad and get away with it, do it in the name of something 
good.  In fact, if you want to do something very bad, do it in the name of something very 
good.  For example, “rights” are constantly put forth as the reasons for wrongs.  The 
“right” to free speech is the reason for supporting pornography.  The “right” to bear arms 
is the reason to justify possession of machine guns and armor piercing bullets.  These 
are glaring examples of the “reductio ad absurdam” fallacy.  We extend legitimate rights 
(ideas) to the absurd thereby corrupting them.  
 
I remember while teaching I would sometimes see a fellow teacher doing something 
ineffective and/or even destructive in our school.  When challenged on the matter, the 
response was, “I’m doing this for the children, because I care about the kids.”  Who can 
argue with that?  This usually resulted in acceptance of the damaging behavior.  The 
good intention justified the destructive consequences. 
 
I frequently see politicians do the same thing.  When challenged on any behavior, they 
typically justify it in the name of “protecting Social Security” or “providing for those 
unable to provide for themselves.”  Thus they divert attention away from their wrongful 
behavior claiming it is motivated or caused by some good intention.  This devious tactic 
frequently goes unnoticed and unchallenged. 
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I am convinced that more damage is done in the name of something good than under 
any other justification.  If we look at history, we see wars conducted in the name of God.  
Hitler propagated the big lie in the name of country.  History is replete with examples of 
great wrongs performed in the name of great values and even in the name of virtue.  
We seem all too ready to accept this devious nonsequiture method of justification for all 
kinds of wrongs. 
 
To compound the damage, when people come to their senses and recognize the wrong 
done, they typically blame the “good” whose name was used to justify it instead of the 
person responsible.  The fact that religion, for example, has been use to justify war and 
other evils tends to result in the nonsequiture conclusion that religion caused these evils 
instead of the people responsible.  Anything good can be misused.  The “good” misused 
to justify “bad” is still good.  Its misuse is bad. 
 
The justification of something bad in the name of something good is one of the most 
deceptive and destructive fallacies.  It all too frequently results not only in acceptance of 
bad as good, but also eventually in rejection of the good misused to justify the wrong.   
 
The necessary solution to this problem is to point out the negative consequences.  
Good intentions, even when sincere, do not justify destructive consequences 
 

Beliefs: a matter of choice 
 
Beliefs are a matter of choice.  Many adults go through life without ever realizing this.  
I’ve asked thousands of adults, “How many things in your life are you absolutely certain 
of?”  They usually respond, “somewhere between very few and none.”  They also 
generally agree that as they get older the number decreases. 
 
Glasser explains clearly that virtually all of my behavior is my choice.  Beliefs are part of 
my behavior.  Therefore, beliefs are choices.  People believe what they want or choose 
to believe. 
 
For example, I believe in God.  An atheist says, “Tom, prove to me that there is a God.”  
Of course I can’t.  But my response to him is, “prove to me that there is not a God.”  And 
of course, he can’t.  The simple truth is that the existence of God cannot be proved or 
disproved (that’s why they call it faith).  Why then does one person believe that there is 
a God and another believe that there is not?  The answer is because one person 
chooses to believe that there is a God and the other one chooses to believe that there is 
not. 
 
I am married since 1966 to a very beautiful woman.  I believe that my wife is faithful to 
me.  Can I prove that?  Of course not.  I am not with her every minute.  Once I 
recognize that beliefs are a matter of choice, I am able to choose beliefs that enable me 
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or disable me.  The belief that my wife is faithful to me enables me to have a positive 
relationship with her. 
 
Without this awareness (i.e. that my beliefs are my choices and can be either enabling 
or disabling), I tend to choose beliefs randomly or simply accept them uncritically.  If I 
choose the vice of jealousy, I will choose to not trust my wife.  Having thus violated 
natural law, this will disable my ability to relate positively to my wife and hurt my wife, 
my children, and myself. 
 
Beliefs are extremely important because they drive behavior.  Since they are choices, I 
am responsible for and can choose beliefs that enable or disable me.  Disabling beliefs 
cause me to see myself as a victim, unable to act on my own behalf.  I thereby justify 
denial of responsibility for my own behavior.  I also tend to deny the responsibility of 
others for their own behavior.   
 
If I look honestly at my own beliefs, I probably will find many that are negative and 
disabling.  I can and should change these destructive beliefs.  Indeed, I am morally 
responsible for the beliefs that I choose. 
 
After 19 years, one of my friends was laid off from Grumman (once Long Island’s largest 
single employer, it laid off thousands) as part of a downsizing process.  I met him soon 
after and we had a fascinating conversation. 
 
“How are you doing?” I inquired. 
 
“Not so good,” he said.  “Who wants to hire you when you’re 51?”  
 
I recognized his terribly disabling belief.  As long as he chose this negative destructive 
belief he would be unable to help himself.  “Tell me” I said, “At 51 do you believe that 
you are more or less able to do your job than you were at 41?” 
 
He thought for a minute and replied, “Definitely more able.” 
 
“Why is that?” 
 
“Obviously I have ten more years experience and that is built on all of my previous 
experience.  But that’s not the way they look at it out there in the market,” he quickly 
added.  Thus now doubting his first disabling belief, he chooses a second equally 
disabling belief. 
 
“Besides you and me,” I said, “do you think that there are ANY OTHERS out there who 
would agree that you are more able to do your job now than when you were 41?” 
 
“Well sure there are SOME, but not many.” 
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“How many jobs do you need?” 
 
He looked at me in clear surprise and thought about it for a while.  Then he smiled.   
 
It took six months and he had to relocate off Long Island, but he got a job that paid him 
$9,000 more than the one he lost.   
 
He actually could have retired in a reasonably comfortable situation.  But he didn’t want 
to retire.  As long as he believed that he could not help himself (i.e., that he was the 
victim of his age or the way others saw his age), that belief would have paralyzed him.  
Once he decided to believe that he could help himself (i.e. practiced the virtue of hope), 
all he needed was patience, perseverance, work etc.  The answer to his problem was 
the same as the answer to all human problems: VIRTUOUS BEHAVIOR.  Whether or 
not virtuous behavior can immediately and fully solve all of our problems, it is clearly the 
best solution available to us.  In the long run, it is the only behavior that will bring us 
happiness and success. 
 
One of the most useful things we can do is periodically examine our own beliefs.  
Recognizing that my beliefs are my choices, I must identify negative beliefs (i.e. those 
inconsistent with virtue) and replace them with positive ones. 
 
Unfortunately our present culture fosters, and even teaches negative, destructive and 
disabling beliefs.  Criticism, personal attacks, ridicule, denigration of other peoples’ 
motives, coercion, and even violence and drugs, etc. are seen as legitimate means to 
get what we want.  Conspicuously absent in our present culture is the teaching of virtue 
as the only appropriate means to get what we want.  All too many believe that the 
teaching of virtue is somehow inappropriate.  They have a fuzzy notion that it is the 
imposition of values, which they confuse constantly with virtues.  This popular belief is a 
primary cause for our present cultural decline.  It is, like other beliefs, a choice; a tragic 
and devastating choice.  The fact that it is frequently a choice made out of ignorance is 
all the more reason to clarify and teach the truth. 
 

The power of knowledge 
 
It has been said that the passion for knowledge is mankind’s weakest passion.  Such a 
statement can only be made by those who have never experienced it.  The desire to 
know, to understand can be just as consuming as any other passion.  I can honestly say 
that I have never met anyone who wants knowledge more than me. 
 
As President Lyndon Johnson once put it, “The answer to all our national problems 
comes down to a single word: education.”  He is not alone in thinking that the basic 
means to improve the world is knowledge.  Many in academia have made knowledge 
the ultimate value, a false god.  They are not alone.  Many teachers and parents fall into 
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this trap and see academic success as more important than anything else.  They thus 
foster and teach this false view.   
. 
Johnson was wrong.  Smart people can be very bad as well as good.  Knowledge of 
course is a value, not a virtue. Knowledge is something I want, not a behavior that 
makes me good.  What I do with knowledge, whether I use it for virtuous purposes will 
determine my “goodness,” not the possession of knowledge itself.   
 
The value of knowledge is frequently confused with virtue.  We tend to admire and defer 
to people with obvious knowledge.  This may or may not be appropriate, according to 
how they use their knowledge.  The categorical confusion of “smart” and “good” is 
causing a lot of harm.  All too frequently we follow someone because he is smart, 
overlooking the fact that he is not good (i.e. virtuous). 
 
One of Glasser’s five basic human needs (or motives) is power, particularly the power to 
control my own life.  The means to power is knowledge.  This profound truth is generally 
unrecognized by the overwhelming majority of people.  Glasser says that if our students 
knew it they would want and pursue it.  It should be taught to students in school. 
 
Recognizing that knowledge is a value, we nonetheless need to understand that it is 
essential for satisfaction of the basic human need for power.  It is also a powerful 
means to maximize my virtue and my ability to contribute to the common good.  The 
virtuous person with great knowledge has the capacity to students do great good.  The 
acquisition of knowledge is therefore a responsibility, a moral requirement.  
 
The more knowledge I have the more options I have to control my own life and to help 
others.  We must recognize the fact that knowledge is power and ignorance is 
weakness (not bliss as frequently reported).  The most critical knowledge we need is not 
presently being taught in our schools or anywhere else.  That is of course the 
knowledge of natural law.  We must teach students the virtues and their importance, 
and the consequences of practicing virtue or failing to practice it.  What could possibly 
be more important?  Present confusion of virtues and values is first and foremost a 
matter of ignorance.  Teaching the difference and the implications of natural law is 
therefore the responsibility of schools as well as parents, churches and all who teach, 
(which is all of us).  For schools it should be a consistent top priority. 
 
Knowledge is not only the means to power to control my own life, but to freedom (it is 
the truth that sets us free, and only the truth), belonging, physical health and fun.  It is 
the means to satisfy all of my basic needs.  I must learn to be free, to belong, to 
maximize my health, and to have fun in virtuous ways.  These are all learned behaviors.  
Therefore they must be taught.  The knowledge I refer to here is specifically the 
knowledge of natural law.  To leave this out of the curriculum is as immoral as it is 
destructive.  Once we recognize this, we are responsible to correct it. 
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The virtue of simplicity 

 
The father of modern psychology is the great psychologist Abraham Maslow.  In his 
positive approach to psychology he sought to study the happiest, healthiest and most 
successful “self actualizing” people.  They are those people discussed earlier that we all 
know and admire as such fine human beings.  One of his observations about these 
people was that they have needs just like the rest of us, but they operate in terms of a 
specific set of needs which he called “meta needs.”  If they are deprived of these meta 
needs, they become mentally and/or physically sick. 
 
Among his meta needs he included things like the need for justice, love, truth and 
SIMPLICITY.  Interestingly, his meta needs line up almost exactly with the list of virtues.  
He implied the need for virtue, and therefore natural law, throughout his magnificent 
work.  It is fascinating to see how great geniuses can intuit and imply great truths 
without specifically seeing them.  Maslow’s self actualizing people are virtuous people.  
When we think about it, the only means to self actualize (or self improvement) is virtue. 
 
Maslow was the first of the great modern psychologists (although there were 
philosophers back as far as Aristotle) to connect virtue as cause with human happiness 
and success as effects.  Glasser continues this connection more specifically when he 
posits the three “R’s” of Reality Therapy:  Reality, Responsibility, and Right and Wrong.  
He notes that these three R’s characterize the behavior of all health personalities. 
 
People like William Glasser (Reality Therapy and Control Theory) and Steven Covey 
(The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People) are examples of thinkers who take the 
complex and simplify it.  The best definition of genius I’ve ever heard is “the ability to 
recognize the obvious.”  These two psychologists offer us practical empowering 
psychology that is totally consistent with natural law and describe extremely useful and 
specific tools to pursue virtue. 
 
Unfortunately, in our present state of cultural confusion and decline, simplicity is seen 
by most as a value.  In fact, it is typically seen as a negative value.   
 
If I were to say something like, “John is a simple man.”   
 
The typical unspoken response to that is, “That’s too bad.  Those things happen.” 
 
On the other hand, we tend to positively value complexity.   
 
If I were to say, “John is a complex man.”   
 
The typical unspoken response to that is, “He must be very deep, sophisticated, and 
profound.” 
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Actually he is probably just confused, and thus unable to think or express himself simply 
and clearly. 
 
When we consider the greatest thinkers, the greatest contributors to humanity, they 
have all been clear thinkers and communicators.  The greatest detractors from humanity 
are the complicators: Freud, Skinner, Marx, etc.  These complicators created complex 
thought systems which tended to impress the gullible by their sheer complexity.  These 
gullible folks thought that they didn’t understand because the ideas of these “great 
thinkers” were too “sophisticated,”  “profound,” “deep.”  Actually they were just too 
complicated and confused, to say nothing of the fact that they were based on false first 
premises which make all subsequent conclusions based on them doubtful. 
 
We can also research this view from our own experience.  Think again of those people 
that we admire most.  Do they appear complex or simple?  They are simplifiers.  What 
you see is what you get.  They can reduce the most complex problems to their 
fundamental parts and go from there to the best solutions.  We see this in the best 
teachers we have had.  Indeed it is characteristic of history’s greatest teachers; Jesus, 
Moses, Confucius, Buddha, etc.  They are simplifiers.  The best definition of teaching I 
have ever heard is, “the art of simplification.”  It is simplicity that is profound, not 
complexity.  Complexity is the playground of fools. 
 
The means to success and happiness for example is very simple:  Pursue virtue.  I need 
do naught else.  Look at the confused formulas put forth by “experts” all around us while 
the obvious simple truth is right in front of our eyes.   
 
It is true that pursuit of virtue can and will involve complexity, but that is exactly the 
challenge of this pursuit.  To pursue virtue successfully, I must constantly strive to 
simplify the endless stream of complexities that I encounter along the way. 
 
We frequently hear the statement, “that’s too simple.”  “Too simple” is a contradiction in 
terms.  A thing can’t be “too simple.”  What may be going on is “incomplete.”  We have 
left out some important element(s).  We frequently do leave important elements out of 
our thinking or conversations.  “Incomplete” however is not the same as “simple.”  
Incomplete is incomplete.  In fact, when we present incomplete ideas we do not simplify 
them but complicate them.  Incompleteness is not a form of over simplification, but a 
form of complexity. 
 
Complexity is a trap.  Those who value complexity tend to do so out of arrogance.  
Unfortunately, our intellectual “elite” have tended to present complexity as a “good.”  
Academia is wallowing in complexity.  Professors who point out the obvious nonsense 
being taught in our colleges and universities are typically denied tenure.  The statement 
that, “you just don’t understand this complex problem” is usually a cover for the fact that 
the speaker does not understand it himself.  But lacking humility, he wants to imply that 
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he does while you don’t because you are not as smart (sophisticated, deep, complex) 
as him.  If he understood it clearly, he could explain it clearly.  If he doesn’t understand 
it clearly, he doesn’t understand it at all. 
 
To value complexity is to value confusion with its resulting anxiety, fear, 
misunderstanding and all too frequent conflict.  Complexity is the enemy of human 
happiness and success.  As long as there is ignorance there will be complexity.  The 
virtuous person strives all his life to simplify, clarify, understand, and explain. 
 
There are then two basic categories of people:  Complicators and simplifiers.  Those 
people we admire most are all simplifiers.  That is one of the primary reasons we admire 
them so much.  I am a simplifier and proud of it.  I will not be cowed by the criticism and 
slander of arrogant and foolish complicators. 
 
Simplicity is a virtue; a behavior that makes me good. 

 
Euphemisms: camouflage for corruption 

 
Have you visited your local “adult” book store lately?  Have you “made love” with many 
people this month?  Have you seen any movies with “mature” themes?  
 
It wouldn’t do after all, to ask if you visited your local smut store, engaged in 
promiscuous sex, or watched a gruesomely violent, profane movie.  Euphemisms shield 
us from the ugliness of such behaviors.  The fact that these euphemisms are 
transparent doesn’t seem to deter us.  They provide a handy code to perfume the rancid 
smell.  They are favorite tools of people with low standards. 
 
If I were to refer to a “smut shop” I would be attacked as a puritan, a prude, one who 
wants to impose his values on others.  Nonsense!  If people want to wallow in the 
gutter, it’s a free country.  I for one will not be intimidated.  The gutter is the gutter and 
we all know it.  If you want to exercise your “right” to wallow in the gutter, don’t try to 
deny me my right to call the gutter what it is. 
 
All too frequently we lack the virtue of courage and allow ourselves to be silent while 
others put forth gutter standards as stylish, sheik, avant-garde, good.  They proclaim 
their promiscuity, for example, as a product of their liberation from “oppressive religion.”  
In fact it is their violation of the virtues of responsibility, respect, loyalty, etc.  
Euphemisms to mask corruption and espousal of “rights” to avoid responsibilities are 
common tactics used to justify and even praise gutter standards.  This is a fraud.  We 
need to look past these lies to the truth. 
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CHAPTER 12 
 

WHAT CAN WE DO? 
 

Pursue virtue 
 
I have recognized that virtue is the only valid means to happiness and success and 
therefore want my life to be an ongoing pursuit of virtue. 
 
This mission is ideal.  Virtue is beautiful.  I can never be perfect (i e totally virtuous) but I 
can always improve, become more virtuous.  Pursuit of virtue causes consistency with 
natural law and puts me in harmony with cosmic realities as well as my fellow human 
beings. 
 
I can keep my list of virtues prominently displayed in my office and my home.  I have a 
list in the loose-leaf that I use as a calendar and notebook.  I thus build in consistent 
reminders of my mission.  I have modified my environment so that it is easy to 
remember and hard to forget, overlook or get distracted.  At the top of each virtues list 
is:  MISSION:  PURSUE VIRTUE. 
 
When I plan or need to make a decision I can easily reference my mission.  Is what I’m 
thinking of doing virtuous?  Will it advance my mission?  If so, fine.  If not, I don’t want to 
do it.  Thus my mission statement helps me to assess my behavior and choices against 
the only criteria that matter; virtue or natural laws. 
 

Improve my environment 
 
While Control Theory makes it clear that I am not controlled by my environment, it is 
nonetheless true that I am influenced by it.  It would be foolish of me indeed to assume 
that the environment has no impact on me. 
 
The first key question vis-à-vis my environment is whether it influences me toward virtue 
or away from it.  If I pollute my environment with pornography, violent movies, 
disrespectful TV shows, etc. I can expect to be influenced away from virtue. 
 
The second key question vis-à-vis my environment is almost never asked or 
considered.  What can I do to influence my environment?  My relationship to my 
environment is in fact a two way street.  I can influence and change my environment.  
This particularly empowering knowledge is not even mentioned much less stressed in 
most schools.  I can impact my immediate environment, and to an even greater extent 
my future environment, with my choices.  Control Theory is particularly helpful here in 
explaining how we can do this.  Once I understand and believe this fundamental truth, 
there are virtually no limits to my power to improve my own life, only temporary 
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obstacles to be dealt with virtuously.  Simply, the means to increase control of my own 
life and increase my positive impact on my environment is virtuous behavior. 
. 
While working on my master’s degree in the teaching of reading, the subject of 
bibliotherapy came up.  It was suggested that certain books could positively influence 
students.  I remembered some of the biographies of virtuous people that I had been 
assigned in school and how much they influenced me.  Clearly, what I read does affect 
me.  These books not only presented models of behavior, but numerous positive 
alternatives to those already available in my environment. 
 
I subsequently used bibliotherapy with my students.  They loved reading such positive, 
healthy material.  I could see their excitement at discovering new insights and 
behaviors, new possibilities for their own lives. 
 
It saddens me deeply to see the trash sometimes offered to students and even required 
by some schools.  When challenged, I usually have been told, “This is reality.”  Sadly 
their own words indicate that they have chosen this reality.  Unfortunately there is a 
tendency for the descriptive to become normative.  The persistent repeated description 
of “reality” tends to become accepted as the norm.  We create our own realities.  If my 
mind is polluted with corrupt and degenerate alternatives, I am much more likely to 
choose them as norms or standards for my own behavior. 
 
The most important function of education is to present children with positive 
alternatives.  We should constantly be presenting students “good” examples of virtuous 
behavior.  All too often, instead of emphasis on individual responsibility and choice, 
students are taught victim choices.  They are the victims of big business, big 
government, environmental polluters, their parents, etc.  Their victim status is constantly 
repeated in an endless variety of ways.  Then we hear complaints about how children 
are becoming less and less responsible.  Ironically, those who complain loudest about 
their irresponsible students are the very teachers who are teaching them that they are 
victims. 
 

Teach virtue 
 
If I believe that natural law exists, what could be more important?  If we teach anything, 
we should teach what is most important.  We hear so much about “basic skills.”  What is 
more basic than virtue?   
 
If a school is viewed as not teaching the basic skills of reading and math, it is roundly 
criticized and attacked.  Yet ignoring virtue, the most basic skill, is presently the norm.  
Schools are generally afraid to raise the issue due primarily to confusion of virtues and 
values.  Fearful of controversy over values, which are indeed relative, and/or being 
accused of teaching religion, the schools now present a tremendous moral vacuum.  
This vacuum is readily filled by the media and the rest of the gutter culture.  Our children 
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do not lack examples and instruction in violence, promiscuous sex, drug use, 
disrespect, irresponsibility, etc. 
 
Schools must return to the teaching of virtue.  I say return because historically 
“citizenship” was a core curriculum.  People do not learn right from wrong by osmosis.  
They learn what they are taught.  To accept a moral vacuum and hope that it will 
randomly be filled correctly is destructively naïve at best and irresponsibly evil at worst. 
 
The schools, of course, are not the only ones derelict here.  As a regular church 
attendee, I rarely see morality taught there.  We now hear platitudes about gender 
equity, social justice and race.  The right and wrong underlying these and other issues 
is not even mentioned.  Our culture has deteriorated so far that even our churches 
rarely teach morality.  Each Sunday I hear some sort of fuzzy pabulum about love. 
 
When I mention this I frequently hear something like, “what do you want, fire and 
brimstone.”  No I just want the truth.  Please don’t extend my request to the absurd and 
act like I am stupid.  To act like everything is good is to lie.  Evil exists in the world.  We 
see it all around.  But our churches won’t mention it.  I haven’t heard the word “sin” in 
church in 20 years.  Any infrequent allusion to wrongdoing is portrayed as a function the 
wrongdoer’s victim status.  There is no hint of responsibility.  If nothing is wrong, nothing 
is right.  It’s all the same, nihilism.   
 
While I am obviously generalizing about churches and schools, there are of course 
exceptions.  Nonetheless, the moral vacuum that now permeates our culture can be 
directly traced to the two primary teaching institutions, churches and schools (including 
higher education), and their movement away from teaching morality.  Its fine to accent 
the positive, but ignoring the negative is to participate in and support it.  (Even the 
positive that is being accepted is generally in terms of specific politically correct social 
issues, not moral principles.) 
 
The problem is compounded.  We now have a generation of parents who (again, with 
obvious exceptions) were not taught morality.  They are quite fuzzy about right and 
wrong.  They were taught about their rights, but not their responsibilities, much less the 
primacy of responsibility over freedom.  They are operating out of ignorance that has 
been systemically disseminated by much of academia, the media and its accomplices 
without adequate response from failing institutions (i.e. church and school). 
 
None of the above in any way diminishes our individual responsibility to teach virtue to 
our children.  That fact notwithstanding, the single greatest systemic social problem now 
is the failure of our institutions, including the family such as it is to teach moral 
standards. 
 

The fallacy of teaching by example only 
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One of the tremendous mistakes in teaching morality is the idea that we should teach it 
by example only.  My own Catholic church, at Vatican II, made the tragic decision that 
this teaching should be by example.  It was assumed that teaching the ten 
commandments while behaving in ways that violate them was hypocrisy.  We shouldn’t 
tell them the commandments.  We should show them by our example.  In fact, it’s not 
necessary to tell them.  They will learn them by observation of us. 
 
What arrogance!  “Just watch me kids.  I’m so good, that’s all you need.”  How totally 
lacking in humility.  All you need is my example.  Unfortunately, my example is 
imperfect, inconsistent and quite flawed. 
 
Do as I say even if it’s not always what I do.  I frequently am asked this question, 
“Doesn’t that make you a hypocrite?”  No!  That just makes me human.  Knowing right 
and wrong and doing right and wrong are two different things.  At least knowing, I have 
clear choices.  In any event, the “teach them by example only” strategy has been a 
dismal failure.  (Please don’t extend my argument to the absurd and say that I am 
against giving good example.  I merely am pointing out the obvious truth that example 
by itself is woefully insufficient for teaching morality.) 
 
When I was a boy, the church taught me the ten commandments, the seven deadly 
sins, the eight beatitudes, the spiritual and corporal works of mercy, etc.  These contain 
the virtues and their corresponding vices, (also well worth knowing).  Ask any group of 
18 year olds if they know the ten commandments.  Ask any group of 40 year olds.  I 
have asked many such groups.  With very rare exceptions, they don’t.  We now are 
dealing with our second generation of “Christians” who are religious illiterates.  They 
lack the vital moral teachings contained in Judaism and Christianity. 
 
They need not be Catholics to be so ignorant.  I find most people don’t know these 
fundamental norms of western civilization.  Moses wasn’t taught the ten commandments 
by example.  He was told directly, even given them in writing so he wouldn’t forget. 
 
The only Christian churches presently emphasizing morality now are slandered with 
derogatory labels:  fundamentalists, the religious right, etc.  These churches are a 
tremendous threat to “mainstream” religion because, whatever their faults (and they 
have them), they are increasingly being seen as a moral alternative by a population that 
knows all too well that they need something. 
 
W. Edwards Deming observed that 95% of the chronic problems in organizations are 
structural or systemic.  Our culture can be seen as an organizational superstructure 
composed of numerous subsystems.  The present moral vacuum in our culture can be 
traced to the failure of schools and churches to respond to the immoral challenges of 
the gutter media and other forces of decay.  To reform our culture we will need not only 
individual reorientation, but reorientation of our key institutions; schools and churches.   
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As long as these two critical institutions remain morally ambiguous, individuals will be 
swimming upstream and we will continue to lose ground.  Our individual responsibility, 
therefore, is not just to improve ourselves but also to get involved with these institutions 
and work to improve them as well. 
 

Self improvement: the only kind that works 
 
Genuine improvement of human beings can only be self imposed.  The only person in 
the world who can improve me is me.  My wife can’t improve me.  My supervisor can’t 
improve me.  The government, the church, no one else but me.  (All of the above can 
affect my environment, but the choice to improve or not is mine alone.) 
 
Culturally, we spend a great deal of time and effort trying to improve others.  Husbands 
and wives try to improve each other.  Supervisors attempt to improve staff.  Teachers 
try to improve students, etc.  In Control Theory Glasser explains the utter futility of such 
efforts.  Not only do they fail, they alienate those we are trying to “improve,” hurt 
relationships and cause hostility and conflict. 
 
If we again consider those people we admire, they don’t spend their energy on 
improving others.  They certainly will support and help others in any way they can.  But 
they only have one target for improvement; themselves. 
 
Ironically, it never seems to occur to me that the best way to improve my marriage is to 
improve me.  Not my wife, not my children, my siblings.  Me!  In fact the greatest 
contribution I can make to my family, my job, my country, etc. is to become the best me 
that I possibly can. 
 
Since humility teaches me that I can never be perfect, this is a lifelong job.  While 
perfection is impossible, excellence is not.  Indeed, my definition of excellence is the 
habit of self improvement.   
 
Paradoxically, these self assessing and self improving people have much greater 
positive influence on all others than those actively seeking to improve them. 
 
The primary focus for improvement must always be me. 
 

Self assessment: the only means to excellence 
 
As a key to improving others, we spend a great deal of time assessing them.  In fact we 
formalize this assessment in our jobs.  Supervisors assess staff.  In schools 
superintendents assess administrators, administrators assess teachers, and teachers 
assess students.  Everybody is responsible for assessing and improving someone else.  
The mediocrity prevalent in our schools is no accident.  No one else’s assessment will 
ever improve me. 
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Once we recognize the futility of “other” assessment, and the need for ongoing self 
assessment, we know what to do.  The next question is how.  How can I self assess as 
an individual?  How can we self assess as an organization; a family, a school, a police 
force, a country, etc. 
 

Virtue: standards for self assessment & self improvement 
 
Whatever else we assess, first and foremost we should continuously assess our own 
virtue.  As with all assessment, it is meaningful only to plan and implement 
improvements.  What do I do to be more kind, honest, responsible, etc.?  Each virtue 
can be done on a separate page.  See the following activities. 
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ACTIVITIES TO INCREASE VIRTUE 
The following pages suggest activities that can be used to teach and increase virtue.  If 
you discover others, please let me know Tkelly7662@aol.com. 
VIRTUE WHAT I/WE DO NOW WHAT I/WE COULD DO  
   
HUMILITY   
   
COURAGE   
   
SELF DISCIPLINE   
   
FORGIVENESS   
   
GENEROSITY   
   
HONESTY   
   
HOPE   
   
JUSTICE/FAIRNESS   
   
KINDNESS   
   
LOYALTY   
   
MODERATION   
   
PATIENCE   
   
PERSEVERANCE   
   
PRUDENCE   
   
RESPECT   
   
RESPONSIBILITY   
   
SIMPLICITY   
   
SPIRITUALITY   
 
TOLERANCE 
 
WORK 
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This ASSESSMENT can be done by individuals and/or groups.  Just as individual 

success and happiness are predicated on virtue, so also are group or organizational 
success and happiness.  A separate worksheet is recommended for each virtue. 

 
FOR EXAMPLE: 
 

VIRTUE WHAT I/WE DO NOW WHAT I/WE COULD DO HOW 
   
HUMILITY Admit mistakes 

 
Etc. 

Define humility 
 
Teach why humility is  
necessary for excellence 
 
Praise examples of  
humility 
 
Etc 

   
   
COURAGE ETC ETC 
   
 

For a school to be successful, it must assess and improve its collective virtue.  
This focus on virtue should be the primary concern of school improvement efforts. A 
separate worksheet is recommended for each virtue. 
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A separate page is suggested for each virtue. 
Another format for such assessment and planning could be: 

 
           WE CAN         WE CAN STOP  
 
HUMILITY 

  

   
COURAGE   
   
SELF DISCIPLINE   
   
FORGIVENESS   
   
GENEROSITY   
   
HONESTY   
   
HOPE   
   
JUSTICE/FAIRNESS   
   
KINDNESS   
   
LOYALTY   
   
MODERATION   
   
PATIENCE   
   
PERSEVERANCE   
   
PRUDENCE   
   
RESPECT   
   
RESPONSIBILITY   
   
SIMPLICITY   
   
SPIRITUALITY   
 
TOLERANCE 
 
WORK 
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VIRTUE ENABLES AND PREVENTS 
 
VIRTUE ENABLES PREVENTS 
   
HUMILITY SELF ASSESSMENT ARROGANCE 
   
 SELF IMPROVEMENT BIGOTRY 
   
 QUALITY / EXCELLENCE MEDIOCRITY 
   
 ETC ETC 
   
COURAGE ETC ETC 
   
   
ETC.   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
.   
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Exercise to teach virtue.  Each virtue can be a separate page/exercise.  For each 
describe what that virtue looks like and what it does not look like’ 
VIRTUE LOOKS LIKE DOES NOT LOOK LIKE  
   
HUMILITY   
   
COURAGE   
   
SELF DISCIPLINE   
   
FORGIVENESS   
   
GENEROSITY   
   
HONESTY   
   
HOPE   
   
JUSTICE/FAIRNESS   
   
KINDNESS   
   
LOYALTY   
   
MODERATION   
   
PATIENCE   
   
PERSEVERANCE   
   
PRUDENCE   
   
RESPECT   
   
RESPONSIBILITY   
   
SIMPLICITY   
   
SPIRITUALITY   
 
TOLERANCE 
 
WORK 
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ASSESSMENT OF CHARACTER EDUCATION  
  
The first premise for all improvement is assessment.  If our assessment of what is 
needed is faulty, we will expend our energy in the wrong direction.  We must be able to: 

1. accurately assess need 
2. agree on priorities for improvement 
3. implement priority needs 
4. reassess to monitor progress and set new priorities 

 
For machine scoreable response forms, contact tkelly7662@aol.com 
 

Character education needs assessment 
 

by Thomas F. Kelly, Ph. D. 
 

1. Staff understand the difference between virtues and values 
2.  understand the difference between virtues and values 
3. Parents understand the difference between virtues and values 
4. Virtues are prominently displayed in classrooms 
5. Virtues are prominently displayed throughout  the school 
6. Readings assigned present virtuous role models 
7. The concept of natural law is understood by staff 
8. The concept of natural law is understood by  
9.  Understand the relationship between virtue and happiness 
10.  Understand the relationship between virtue and success 
11. Staff understands that virtue satisfies basic human needs 
12.  Understand that virtue satisfies basic human needs 
13.  Understand that work is a virtue 
14. Staff understand that simplicity is a virtue 
15.  Are taught the virtues 
16. Examples of virtuous behavior by staff are recognized 
17. Examples of virtuous behavior by  are recognized 
18.  Know all of the virtues 
19.  Recognize the priority of virtues over values 
20. Staff behavior is virtuous 
21. Student behavior is virtuous 
22. Character education is integrated into the school’s program and activities 
23. Staff is trained in character education 
24. Parents understand the school’s character education program 
25. The teaching of virtue is seen as at least as important as anything else 
26. Curriculum content and materials for each subject are assessed for their 

contribution to teaching virtue 
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27. There is curriculum development for character education 
28. Materials are available for character education 
29. Staff recognize the relationship between virtue and self respect 
30. Recognize the relationship between virtue and self respect 
31. Parents recognize the relationship between virtue and self respect. 
 
 
 
MATERIALS FOR TEACHING VIRTUE 

Poetry for teaching virtue 

 
One of the best ways to teach virtue is through poetry.  Good poetry appeals to all ages 
and tends to be memorable.  The following poems can serve as the basis for 
discussions, essays, etc.  If you have poems, biographies or other materials that you 
think would also be useful, please send them to Dr. Kelly tkelly7662@aol.com for 
possible inclusion in this book when it is revised (see below). Please include grade 
levels that you think appropriate for the materials.  I would like to include a bibliography 
of materials for teachers in the book. 
 

One ship drives east and another west 
 

with the one same wind that blows 
 

It’s the set of the sails and not the gales 
 

that tells them the ways to go 
 
 
 

Like the waves of the sea are the waves of fate 
 

as we voyage along through Life 
 

It’s the set of the soul that decides our goal 
 

and not the calm or the strife 
 

 
        Author unknown 
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     GOD'S MINUTE 
 

I have only but a minute 
 
only sixty seconds in it 
   
forced upon me 
 
can't refuse it  
 
didn't seek it 
 
didn't choose it 
 
but it’s up to me to use it 
 
give account if I abuse it 
 
only just a tiny minute 
 
but eternity is in it. 
 
Author Unknown 
 

 
       BECOMING 
 
 

Everything that is 
 
has come to be 
 
and everything that will be 
 
is BECOMING 
 
 
      T. Kelly 
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         If 
 

by R. Kipling 
 
   If you can keep your head when all about you 
    Are losing theirs and blaming it on you, 
   If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, 
    But make allowance for their doubting too; 
   If you can wait and not be tired by waiting, 
    Or being lied about, don't deal in lies, 
   Or being hated don't give way to hating, 
    And yet don't look too good, nor talk too wise; 
 
   If you can dream and not make dreams your master  
    If you can think and not make thoughts your aim 
   If you can meet with triumph and disaster 
    And treat those two impostors just the same; 
   If you can bear to hear the truth you've spoken 
    Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools 
   Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken; 
    And stoop and build them up with worn-out tools; 
 
   If you can make one heap of all your winnings 
    And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss, 
   And lose, and start again at your beginnings 
    And never breathe a word about your loss; 
   If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew 
    To serve your turn long after they are gone,  
   And so hold on when there is nothing in you  
    Except the will which says to them, "Hold on!" 
 
   If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, 
    Or walk with kings - nor lose the common touch, 
   If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you, 
    If all men count with you, but none too much; 
   If you can fill the unforgiving minute 
    With sixty seconds worth of distance run, 
   Yours is the Earth and everything that's in it, 
    And-which is more--you'll be a man, my son. 
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 SUGAR BOWL 
 
If a man loves his sugar bowl 
 
I am obliged to respect it 
 
I may neither criticize, belittle nor mock 
 
his sugar bowl 
 
Nor the feelings he has for it 
 
 

T. Kelly 
 
QUESTION 
 
Can a man love one 
 
and not love all; 
 
or, love all 
 
and not love one? 
 
      T. Kelly  
 
 
DECISIONS 
 
If I wish to be 
 
and I will to be 
 
I am primarily 
 
The product of myself 
 
       T. Kelly 
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Other materials for teaching virtue 

 
Please send suggestions for teaching resources to Dr. Kelly at tkelly7662@aol.com 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY FOR TEACHING VIRTUE 
 
OTHER LITERATURE FOR TEACHING VIRTUE 
 
 
 PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS, JOURNALS, ETC. 
 
 
Send anything you have found effective and ages of students you used it with. 
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       APPENDIX 
 
POWER POINTS FOR PRESENTING / TRAINING / TEACHING 
 

   natural law 

 
 
NATURAL LAW:  
 
EXISTS 
 
UNIVERSAL 
 
ABSOLUTE 
 
 
ARISTOTLE FIRST OBSERVED     2,500 YEARS AGO 
 
 
EXAMPLE:  EVERYTHING IN MODERATION 
 
 
 
NATURAL LAW 
 
GOVERNS HUMAN RELATIONS 
 
GOVERNS HUMAN HAPPINESS & SUCCESS 
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values & virtues:  categorical confusion 

 
 
 

VALUES & VIRTUES:  CATEGORICAL CONFUSION 
 

& CULTURAL CHAOS 
 
 

VALUE:  SOMETHING THAT I WANT 
 
RELATIVE:  $10 & $50 
 
GOOD OR BAD: PEACE & WAR 
 
 
 
 
VIRTUE:  A BEHAVIOR THAT MAKES ME GOOD 
 
ABSOLUTE:  KINDNESS IS ALWAYS GOOD 
 
           PATIENCE IS ALWAYS GOOD 
 
           JUSTICE IS ALWAYS GOOD 
 
           ETC. 
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The monumental damage done 

 
   BY SIGMUND FREUD & B. F. SKINNER 
 
 
 

      OLD PARADIGM: 
 
     FREUD:  PSYCHOANALYSIS 
 
   SKINNER:  BEHAVIORISM  

Stimulus – Response (S-R) 
 
 
 
 
      RESULTS: 
 
    DETERMINISTIC:  VICTIM PSYCHOLOGY 
 
    LEARNED HELPLESSNESS 
 
     NO POWER / CONTROL OF MYSELF 
 
     NO RESPONSIBILITY 
 
  PESSIMISM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   AMERICAN CULTURE IS PERMEATED WITH 
 
    OLD PARADIGM VICTIM PSYCHOLOGY 
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Paradigm shift 

 
 
 

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RESPONSIBILITY & FREEDOM 
 
 
 
    NEW PARADIGM:  GLASSER 
 
    CONTROL THEORY (a.k.a. CHOICE THEORY) 
 
 
 
     RESULTS: 
 
 
    FREEDOM 
 
    LEARNED EFFECTIVENESS 
 
    POWER / CONTROL OF MYSELF 
 
    RESPONSIBILITY 
 
    OPTIMISM 
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Virtues are natural laws 

 
VIRTUES: BEHAVIORS THAT MAKE ME GOOD 
 
 
  
HUMILITY 
 

MODERATION 
 

COURAGE 
 

PATIENCE 
 

DISCIPLINE PERSEVERANCE 
 

FORGIVENESS PRUDENCE 
 

GENEROSITY 
 
GRATITUDE 
 

RESPECT 
 
RESPONSIBILITY 
 

HONESTY 
 

SIMPLICITY 
 

HOPE 
 

SPIRITUALITY/FAITH 

JUSTICE/FAIRNESS TOLERANCE 
 
KINDNESS 
 

 
WORK 
 

LOYALTY 
 

 

 
The above list is self evident and universally recognized as “morally good.” 
 
It is critical that we distinguish clearly between virtues and values.  Until these 
categories are clarified, people will continue to fall into the trap of putting values ahead 
of virtues.  This will inevitably lead to grief for themselves and others around them.  This 
clarification should be the first goal of Character Education programs in our schools. 
 
 



277 
 

Some values commonly confused with virtues 

 
 

CULTURE 
 

HISTORY 

BELONGING 
 

KNOWLEDGE 

ETHNICITY 
 

RELIGION 

FAMILY 
 

PEACE 

FREEDOM 
 

POWER 

FUN 
 
GENDER 

RACE 
 
DEMOCRACY 

 
EQUALITY 

 

 
 

VALUES DO NOT MAKE ME GOOD  
 
ANY MORE THAT THEY MAKE ME BAD 
 
 
 
VIRTUE IS PRIMARY IN IMPORTANCE 
 
 
VALUES ARE ALWAYS SECONDARY IN IMPORTANCE 
 
 
NATURAL LAW:  ALWAYS PUT VIRTUES BEFORE VALUES 
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Natural law & satisfaction of basic human needs 

 
 
NATURAL LAW SATISFIES BASIC HUMAN NEEDS 
 

PHYSICAL 
 
POWER 
 
FREEDOM 
 
BELONGING 
 
FUN 
 

 
 
 
NEED SATISFIED PEOPLE HAVE VIRTUOUS HABITS 
 
 
 
NEED SATISFYING ORGANIZATIONS HAVE  
 
VIRTUOUS NORMS & STANDARDS 
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Virtue:  the higher standards we need most 

 
 
 
WHEN SOCIAL NORMS ARE ADEQUATE,  
 
LAWS ARE UNNECESSARY 
 
 
 
 
WHEN SOCIAL NORMS ARE INADEQUATE,  
 
LAWS ARE IRRELEVANT 
 

ERIC ERICSON 
 
 

WE CANNOT SOLVE MORAL PROBLEMS WITH  
 
ECONOMIC, POLITICAL OR ANY OTHER SOLUTION  
 

BUT VIRTUE 
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Virtue and self esteem 

 
 
ONLY VIRTUE CAN CREATE SELF ESTEEM 
 
ONLY VIRTUE MAKES ME GOOD 
 
 
 
VALUES CAN NEVER CREATE SELF ESTEEM 
 
VALUES CANNOT MAKE ME GOOD 
 
FREEDOM DOESN’T MAKE ME GOOD OR BAD 
 
IRISH DOESN’T MAKE ME GOOD OR BAD 
 
ETC. 
 
EFFORTS TO IMPROVE SELF ESTEEM THROUGH VALUES  
 
WILL FAIL 
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Natural law governs success 

 
 
SUCCESS HAS 2 “Cs 
 
CHARACTER  &  COMPETENCE 
 
 STEVEN COVEY 
 
 
 
 
CHARACTER IS THE ESSENTIAL “C” 
 
IF I HAVE CHARACTER, 
 
I WILL DO WHAT IS NECESSARY  
 
TO DEVELOP COMPETENCE 
 
CHARACTER WILL CAUSE ME TO: 
 

WORK, 
 
PERSEVERE, 
 
ETC. 

 
UNTIL I DEVELOP NEEDED COMPETENCE 
 
 THOMAS KELLY 
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Humility:  the first of all the virtues 

 
 

HUMILITY:  THE ABILITY TO RECOGNIZE AND ACCEPT MY  
 
OWN IMPERFECTION 
 
 
WITHOUT HUMILITY I CANNOT RECOGNIZE MY OWN NEED TO  
 
IMPROVE 
 
 
WITHOUT HUMILITY I CANNOT POSSES THE OTHER VIRTUES 
 
I SEE MYSELF AS PERFECT.  THERE IS NO NEED TO IMPROVE. 
 
 
PRIDE / ARROGANCE:  THE OLDEST VICE 
 
 
HUMILITY IS THE FIRST PREMISE FOR EXCELLENCE 
 
 
 
EXCELLENCE IS THE HABIT OF SELF ASSESSMENT  
 
& SELF IMPROVEMENT 
 
OR, EXCELLENCE IS THE HABIT OF PURSUIT OF VIRTUE 
 
 
 
PERFECTIONIST:  A PERSON WHO TAKES GREAT PAINS AND  
 
GIVES THEM TO OTHERS 
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Responsibility: the necessary first premise for freedom 

 
 
WITHOUT RESPONSIBILITY I AM THE PRISONER OF MY OWN  
 
IRRESPONSIBILITY 
 

E G IS A DRUG ADDICT FREE? 
 
 
PARADOX:  THE MORE RESPONSIBLE I AM,  
 
THE GREATER MY FREEDOM 

 
THE PEOPLE WE ADMIRE MOST ARE THE MOST RESPONSIBLE 
 

THEY ARE ALSO THE MOST FREE 
 
FREEDOM IS A FUNCTION OF RESPONSIBILITY 
 

TRUE BONDAGE IS A FUNCTION OF IRRESPONSIBILITY 
 
GROUP RESPONSIBILITY IS A FALLACY 
 
ONLY INDIVIDUALS ARE RESPONSIBLE. 

 
GROUPS CAN BE RESPONSIBLE ONLY TO THE EXTENT THAT  
 

THE INDIVIDUALS IN THEM ARE RESPONSIBLE 
 
I AM RESPONSIBLE FOR MY BEHAVIOR  
 

AND ONLY MY BEHAVIOR 
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Work is a virtue, not a value 

 
 

 
WORK IS A BEHAVIOR THAT MAKES ME GOOD 
 
WHEN I WORK I MAKE A CONTRIBUTION TO THE  
 
WELFARE OF MANKIND 
 
THERE IS GREAT DIGNITY IN ALL HONEST WORK 
 
 
 
PRESENT CULTURE HAS ELEVATED SLOTH  
 
TO THE STATUS OF A VIRTUE 
 
 
 
PRESENT CULTURE SEES WORK AS A VALUE’  
 
THEREFORE ITS VALUE IS RELATIVE.  YOU ARE A  
 
“BETTER PERSON” IF YOU ARE A DOCTOR THAN IF YOU  
 
ARE A WAITER 
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The fallacy that poverty causes crime 

 
 
 

POVERTY DOES NOT CAUSE CRIME  
 
ANY MORE THAN WEALTH CAUSES VIRTUE 
 
 
DOES POVERTY CAUSE RAPE? 
 
WHY ARE THERE WEALTHY CRIMINALS? 
 
ARE ALL / MOST POOR PEOPLE CRIMINALS? 
 
WHAT CAUSES WHITE COLLAR CRIME? 
 
 
 
VIEW POVERTY CAUSES CRIME = BIAS TOWARD POOR  
 
PEOPLE 
 
 
 
ENVIRONMENT DOES NOT CAUSE BEHAVIOR 
 
ENVIRONMENT PRESENTS SOME OF THE CHOICES  
 
AVAILABLE TO US AT A GIVEN TIME 
 
 
 
REAL CAUSES OF CRIME: GREED, ENVY, ANGER, 
 
LUST, ETC. 
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The solution to poverty 

 
 

THE ONLY SOLUTION TO POVERTY IS WORK  
 
 
THE ONLY KNOWN EFFECTIVE SOLUTION 
 
 
THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS “DEMEANING” HONEST  
 
WORK 
 
 
TO SUGGEST THAT WORK IS NOT IMPORTANT 
 
IS TO SUGGEST THAT SLOTH IS A VIRTUE 
 
 
WORK, AS WELL AS THE OTHER VIRTUES, IS THE ONLY  
 
SOLUTION 
 
 
IN FACT, THE BEST SOLUTION TO ANY PROBLEM IS  
 
VIRTUE 
 
 
WHEN WE RECOGNIZE THIS GREAT TRUTH, WE CAN  
 
AVOID MOST PROBLEMS AND SOLVE / RESOLVE / LIVE  
 
WITH OTHERS 
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High standards, imperfection, & humility 

 
 
 

IMPERFECTION MEANS THAT I CAN NOT EVER  
 
FULLY LIVE UP TO PERFECT VIRTUE 
 
 
 
EXCELLENCE IS THE CONTINUOUS EFFORT  
 
TO BE VIRTUOUS 
 
 
 
OCCASIONAL FAILURE TO LIVE UP TO HIGH STANDARDS  
 
DOES NOT MAKE ME A HYPOCRITE, ONLY HUMAN 
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The little engine, the tortoise and the Lone Ranger 

 
 
 

WE NEED MODELS OF VIRTUE: 
 
 THE LITTLE ENGINE THAT COULD 
 
 THE TORTOISE AND THE HARE 
 

THE LONE RANGER 
 

HONEST ABE 
 
 
 
OUR CURRENT CULTURE OFFERS MANY MODELS OF VICE 
 
 VIOLENCE 
 
 PROMISCUOUS SEX 
 
 DISRESPECT 
 
AND RARE MODELS OF VIRTUE 
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The media and emerging gutter culture 

 
 
   

THE MEDIA SELLS GRATUITOUS VIOLENCE, PROMISCUOUS SEX,  
 
AND DISRESPECT FOR MONEY  
 
 
 
THIS IS DEFENDED IN TERMS OF THEIR RIGHTS 
 
WHILE THEY IGNORE THEIR RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
 
 
SUBTLE SUBVERSION AND STEREOTYPING  
 
OF WHOLE GROUPS: 
 
 MEN, HUSBANDS, FATHERS,  
 
 TRADITIONAL FAMILIES, ETC. 
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When bad is good 

 
 
 

VICTIM PSYCHOLOGY TEACHES THAT  
 
I AM NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR MY OWN BEHAVIOR 
 
 
 
MANY EXCUSES ARE USED TO MAKE BAD BEHAVIOR  
 
ACCEPTABLE 
 
 MY DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILY 
 
 MY NEUROTIC WIFE 
 
MY DISRESPECTFUL CHILDREN 
 
 MY NOBLE MOTIVE 
 
 ETC. 
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When good is bad 

 
 
 

MY “RIGHTS” ARE FREQUENTLY USED 
TO JUSTIFY MY WRONGS: 

 
FREE SPEECH JUSTIFIES PORNOGRAPHY 
 
THE RIGHT TO BEAR ARMS JUSTIFIES POSSESSION  
 
OF MACHINE GUNS & ARMOR PIERCING BULLETS 
 
 
MY GOOD MOTIVES JUSTIFY MY BEHAVIOR WITHOUT  
 
REGARD TO CONSEQUENCES 
 
 
 
NONSEQUITURE BLAME: 
 
WHEN BAD CONSEQUENCES ARE RECOGNIZED, 
 
THE “GOOD” USED TO JUSTIFY THEM IS BLAMED, 
 
RATHER THAN THE PERSON(S) RESPONSIBLE 
 
 E.G. WAR IS BLAMED ON RELIGION 
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Beliefs: a matter of choice 

 
 
 

HOW MANY BELIEFS IN YOUR LIFE ARE ABSOLUTELY  
 
CERTAIN? 
 
 
BELIEFS ARE CHOICES  
 
I BELIEVE IN GOD 
 
I BELIEVE MY WIFE IS FAITHFUL 
 
I CAN CHOOSE BELIEFS THAT ARE ENABLING OR DISABLING 
 
 
 
I SHOULD PERIODICALLY REVIEW MY BELIEFS  
 
AND REPLACE DISABLING BELIEFS WITH ENABLING BELIEFS 
 
MY FRIEND BELIEVED NOBODY WOULD HIRE HIM BECAUSE  
 
HE WAS 51 
 
 
ONCE WE RECOGNIZE THAT BELIEFS ARE CHOICES 
 
WE ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR OUR BELIEFS 
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The power of knowledge 

 
 

KNOWLEDGE IS A VALUE, NOT A VIRTUE 
 
 
CATEGORICAL CONFUSION OF SMART (A VALUE) AND  
 
GOOD (A VIRTUE) IS DESTRUCTIVE 
 
 
 

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER, IGNORANCE IS WEAKNESS 
 
 
KNOWLEDGE OF NATURAL LAW IS THE MOST EMPOWERING  
 
KNOWLEDGE AND SHOULD BE TAUGHT IN SCHOOLS 
 
 
IGNORANCE OF NATURAL LAW IS SEVERELY DISABLING 
 
IT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT SUBJECT 
 
ONCE WE UNDERSTAND THIS, IT IS IRRESPONSIBLE  
 
AND IMMORAL TO LEAVE IT OUT 
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The virtue of simplicity 

 
 
 

SIMPLICITY IS CURRENTLY SEEN INCORRECTLY AS A VALUE 
 
GENERALLY SIMPLICITY IS SEEN AS A NEGATIVE VALUE 
 
E.G. HE IS A SIMPLE MAN  I.E. UNSOPHISTICATED 
 
 
 
COMPLEXITY IS GENERALLY SEEN AS A POSITIVE VALUE 
 
E.G. HE IS A COMPLEX MAN I.E. DEEP, PROFOUND 
 
IN FACT, HE IS PROBABLY JUST CONFUSED 
 
 
 
ALL OF THE GREAT TEACHERS THROUGHOUT HISTORY  
 
HAVE BEEN SIMPLIFIERS 
 
 
 
COMPLEXITY IS A PLAYGROUND FOR FOOLS 
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Euphemisms: camouflage for corruption 

 
 

ADULT BOOK STORE 
 
 
MAKE LOVE 
 
 
MATURE THEMES 
 
 
GUTTER STANDARDS ARE PUT FORTH AS STYLISH,  
 
SOPHISTICATED, SHEIK, AVANT-GARDE 
 
 
PROMISCUITY IS PORTRAYED AS LIBERATION FROM  
 
OPPRESSIVE RELIGION RATHER THAN IRRESPONSIBLE,  
 
DISLOYAL, DISRESPECTFUL, ETC. 
 
 
 
EUPHEMISMS TO MASK CORRUPTION AND ESPOUSAL OF  
 
RIGHTS TO AVOID RESPONSIBILITIES ARE COMMON TACTICS  
 
TO JUSTIFY AND EVEN PRAISE GUTTER STANDARDS.  THIS IS  
 
A  FRAUD 
 
 
PASSIVE ACCEPTANCE OF EUPHEMISMS TO MASK  
 
CORRUPTION IS PARTICIPATION IN CORRUPTION 
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What can we do? 

 
1 DEVELOP A PERSONAL MISSION STATEMENT 
 

IDEAL 
 

COMPELLING 

BRIEF 
 

PRACTICAL 
 

CLEAR 
 

ASSESSABLE 
 

 
 
MISSION:   PURSUE VIRTUE 
 
 
2 IMPROVE MY ENVIRONMENT   
 
 
3 TEACH VIRTUE 
 
 
4 TEACH & PRACTICE SELF IMPROVEMENT, THE ONLY      

KIND THAT WORKS 
 
 
5 THE FALLACY OF TEACHING BY EXAMPLE ONLY 
 
 
6 TEACH & PRACTICE SELF ASSESSMENT, THE ONLY  

KIND THAT WORKS 
 
 
7 TEACH VIRTUE: THE STANDARDS FOR SELF ASSESSMENT, SELF  

IMPROVEMENT, HAPPINESS & SUCCESS 



297 
 

 
ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
Collins, Jim.  Good to Great: why some companies make the leap… and others don’t.  
New York: Harper Collins, 2001.  This book is very useful for a business oriented view 
of quality. 
 
Covey, Stephen R.  The seven habits of highly effective people.  New York: Fireside, 
1990.  Steven Covey’s work demonstrates and explains the consistent habits of highly 
effective people.  These habits can be taught, practiced and learned.  Covey’s work has 
been on the New York Times best seller list for several years.  It provides numerous 
strategies that can be extremely helpful in the classroom as well as many other areas.  
Ethics and morality are stressed as the means to human happiness and effectiveness.  
Covey’s work is consistent with the work of Glasser and Aristotle. 
 
Deming, W. Edwards. The new economics for industry, government and education.  
Second Edition, M I T Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 2000.  This extraordinary book 
extends Deming’s systems thinking to government and education and is instrumental in 
the thinking underlying this book.   
 
Deming, W. Edwards. Out of the crisis.  Massachusetts: Institute of Technology Center 
for Advanced Engineering Study, 1986. 
 
Glasser, William.  Reality therapy: a new approach to psychiatry.  Harper and Row, 
1965, is William Glasser’s extremely valuable and practical approach to Psychology.  
The three ‘R’s” of reality therapy: REALITY, RESPONSIBILITY, and RIGHT AND 
WRONG are the framework for this proven approach to troubled students.  Reality 
Therapy is useful for classroom management and strategies to avoid discipline and or 
resolve discipline problems.  It is the only approach to helping at risk students with a 
long and proven track record of success.  It is equally useful with adults. 
 
Glasser, William. The quality school: Managing students without coercion.  New York: 
Harper Collins, 1992.  William Glasser’s new paradigm for education incorporates the 
systems work of W. Edwards Deming with his own psychology, Control Theory.  
Glasser effectively translates Deming’s Systems ideas from the business world to 
education.  The Quality School as described by Glasser will be the new paradigm for 
schools in the twenty-first century. 
 
Glasser, William. Control Theory:  A new explanation of how we control our lives.  New 
York: Harper & Row, 1984.  The psychology of William Glasser offers a constructive 
and ethical alternative to the pessimism and determinism of Freud and Skinner.  This 
psychology is the theoretical foundation for reality therapy and underlies the “Quality 
School” as described by Glasser.  Control Theory is especially helpful for improving 
student achievement and discipline. 
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Kelly, Thomas. Practical strategies for school improvement.  Wheeling, Illinois: National 
School Services, 1992, 1996 (second edition).  Also available in Spanish. This book 
contains numerous specific strategies and materials for school improvement, 
 
Kilpatrick, William.  Psychological seduction: The failure of modern psychology.  
Nashville Tennessee: Thomas Nelson Inc, 1983.  Kilpatrick presents an important case 
for the enormous and destructive influence of psychology as a social force and 
influence on our every day ways of thinking and behavior. 
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