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raise your hand. All those who enjoy paying taxes, please 

No hands.  Let me try another approach. 

In ordaining the Constitution, our founding fathers sought to “promote the general 
welfare.”  To promote the general welfare, taxes are collected to provide for the 
common defense, to build and maintain roads, educate our youth, and many other 
functions promoted in the interest of the common good. 

So, now, a show of hands for taxes?  Hmm . . . a few more but not many. 

Why is it we so begrudgingly perform this civic responsibility?  I suspect there are  
many reasons, but one that would certainly be on the list is a lack of trust that the 
funds are being responsibly spent.  We see how much money government collects 
and ask, “is it all really necessary” and “is it being wasted.” 

I have good news for taxpayers in the General McLane School District:  Your tax 
dollars are being wisely and responsibly spent.  But don’t take my word for it. 

In December 2007, a “Costing Out” study was released in Harrisburg.  The study 
examined the issues of equity and adequacy in public school funding  and 
determined the basic cost per pupil to provide an education that will permit a 
student to meet the Commonwealth’s academic standards and assessments. 

We were recently notified that in the course of that study, we were found to be one 
of only 25 of the 500 school districts to be designated as “lower‐spending and higher 
performing.”  So special is this designation, that we are being asked to participate in 
a survey to help determine what enables us to provide an effective education at a 
low cost. 

No one really likes to part with his money and pay taxes.  But since we have to, it is 
good to know that in the General McLane School District, your money is not being 

rence. wasted and is making a diffe

et’s raise those hand high! L

 

 



Lancer Letter # 7       for October 14, 2010 
 
Last week I reported that General McLane was designated by the state as one of 25 “low 
spending and high performing” school districts.  In an effort to create a recipe for other 
districts, the 25 districts have been asked to complete an open-ended survey.  The focus 
of the survey is on programs the district employs.  This week’s Lancer Letter is the 
introduction to my response to the survey: 
 
Good districts are about good people, not programs.  Focused leadership, caring teachers 
and a community that is committed to education are what make a district strong.  Our 
district has been blessed to have people who don’t just look at what they do in the district 
as a job, but see their work as a mission. 
 
Good leadership starts with the board of education.  Board members throughout the years 
have not had personal agendas, have not micromanaged and have joined administrators in 
asking, “is this best for kids?”  and,  “would I want this for own children?”  They expect 
administrators to lead, teachers to teach and students to comply and learn.  Their actions 
have always followed their expectations, all the while, looking to keep costs down as 
much as possible. 
 
Since our beginning fifty-two years ago, a hallmark of leadership at the district and 
building level has been administrators who treat teachers and students with respect.  
Teachers and students are empowered to be involved in problem solving and decision-
making.  The district has been fortunate to have many administrators with personal 
humility and strong professional will.  Hiring an administrator who is seeking to merely 
advance his career or increase his salary is avoided. 
 
Our teachers have been dedicated and truly caring.  It is easy for a teacher to “spray and 
pray” – toss out information and hope their students get it.  Teachers here have not been 
content to do so, but  instead, take many measures to be certain their students are 
performing to the best of their ability.  Teaching is not the ultimate goal – student 
learning is.  I have always been impressed by the professionalism of the staff here.  They 
are always willing to look at what they are doing and ask if they could be doing it better.   
 
Our community supports our students.  Education is seen as important and school events 
are often the center of community focus.  Residents whose children have been out of the 
schools for many years, still take an interest in the students and progress of the district.  
This commitment from the community is essential. 
 
Washington and Harrisburg are seeking to improve education with a glut of mandated 
programs and laws focused on compliance.  The immense effort and time schools must 
invest into compliance are not going to result in the most important element:  good 
people.  Efforts should make an investment in people’s spirit and pride, along with 
ompetence.  After all, good districts are about good people, not programs. c

 
 



Lancer Letter #8              for October 21, 2010 

 

  When an automobile rolls off the assembly line, it is the product of many 
minds and hands.  Professor and business consultant, W. Edwards Deming, 
recognized the involvement of many people in the production of an item and 
developed Total Quality Mangement or TQM.  An important part of this management 
process was a quality circle which called for the  collaboration of everyone involved 
in the manufacturing process, from the designer to the guy who rivets fenders onto 
the chassis.   

  When a GM graduate walks across the stage, many minds and hands were 
also involved in the process.  Teachers, counselors, administrators, bus drivers, 
custodians, and many others from kindergarten through 12th grade are involved in 
producing a graduate.  Time schedules and distance make it difficult for any type of 
quality circle in education.  It is amazing how little educators at the secondary level 
know about what happens at the elementary level, and vice versa.  That is the 
reason for the “split in‐service” held last week. 

  On Monday, students in grades 7 – 12 attended classes while K‐6 teachers 
shadowed one of their teachers.  On Tuesday, the process was reversed.  For just 
about every teacher involved, it was their first up close and personal look at what 
happens to “the other half.” 

  Response from the teachers was overwhelmingly positive.  “Eye opening,” 
“amazing,” and  “I had no idea” were comments often heard.  Curriculum 
connections were made and a deeper understanding and appreciation were 
developed.  Some partnerships created last week will continue in weeks an dmonths 
to come. 

  So what happens now?  Each teacher was asked to answer four questions 
about the experience.  Responses to those questions are being compiled and our 
district leadership team, Team K‐12, will sift through them and decide what next 
steps are in order. 

  Creating a carefully articulated, effectively delivered K‐12 curriculum is a 
daunting task.  Last week’s in‐service was an important first step on this journey.  I 
know it created an inconvenience for some families with kids at each level, but the 
istrict will benefit from this experience for years to come. d

 



 Teaching is both a science and an art.  As an undergraduate education major 
over thirty years ago, Edinboro University provided me with instruction in the science of 
instruction.  In my thirty years of experience, Iʼve read and studied with interest as many 
researchers and scholars have contributed to the science of teaching with new theories 
and techniques.
 That is why I was shocked and dismayed to read in this weekʼs Parade 
Magazine, an interview with the following opening: “In almost every area of human 
endeavor, the practice improves over time,” says Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates.  “That 
hasnʼt been the case for teaching.”
 Bill, you are dead wrong.  Maybe you are not looking in the right places, but if 
you came to General McLane you would have to retract your statement.  If you 
compared one of our classrooms in 1975 to today, you would see many new techniques 
and improvements.  
 GMʼs pursuit of the latest and best teaching techniques goes back, in just my 
tenure, to the mid 1980ʼs.  Dr. Richard Manatt from the University of Iowa, had devoted 
many years to studying good teaching and the evaluation of it.  General McLane 
brought Dr. Manatt to the district throughout the course of a school year to learn about 
and apply his work.
 In the 1990ʼs the high school moved to block scheduling and once again we 
knew we had to update our techniques in the longer classes.  A group called APL 
Associates was brought in to provide the latest research and techniques for teaching in 
a longer block.  They were brought back when the middle school began the longer block 
for English and Math four years ago.  
 In addition to this major effort to improve the science of teaching, GM teachers 
have participated in learning cohorts, where, throughout the school year, teachers meet 
and study various aspect of teaching.  Non-tenured teachers are given extra attention in 
their first three years to learn and perfect teaching technique.  The attention to 
improvement of instruction at GM is on-going.
 Gates goes on in the Parade article to say, “Very little is invested in 
understanding great teaching.”  This statement is an affront to educators such as 
Madeline Hunter, Robert Marzano, Larry Lezotte, Grant Wiggins, Jay McTighe, and the 
many others who have dedicated their lives to understanding and improving the learning 
and teaching process.  
 In our district, the world of our elementary teachers has been turned upside down 
with the implementation of balanced literacy.  They agree that the approach is great for 
students, but recognize it is a great deal of work and is nothing like the techniques used 
in the past.  They are investing vast amounts of time and energy to improve learning for 
students.  On their behalf, I respectfully say to Mr. Gates, “do your homework.”
 The scene with balanced literacy is repeated over and over in different curricula 
across the district:  changes in math, technology education, science, and virtually every 
other discipline are evident.  Our teachers have changed their science to improve 
learning for students.
 The Parade article also references the new documentary, “Waiting for 
Superman,” that is highly critical of public education.  It focuses on the failing of inner 
city school systems.  This is nothing new.  In 1992, educator Jonathan Kozol wrote a 
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compelling book, Savage Inequalities, that pointed out some of the same issues in the 
documentary.  I suppose educators who try to address problems in education are 
ignored, while people with money are listened to.  
 I know that there are some failing school systems out there and action is needed.  
While I appreciate the efforts of the Gates Foundation to help education, I find it 
alarming that having money to give away, makes you an expert in a field that you have 
no professional training or experience.
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