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Think about one of the many commercials you have seen on television for prescription 
drugs.  The visual imagery shows happy, attractive people in beautiful surroundings like a lush 
outdoor garden.  While the beautiful scenery flashes in front of you, the narrator tells you why 
you need this drug but also lists the potential negative side effects of the drug.

Now imagine for a moment that the visual imagery portrays the narration.  It would not 
be a pretty picture as the side effects can be vomiting, diarrhea and even death!

Advertisers know something about how we take in information.  While many of our 
senses may be involved in acquiring information, our visual senses get the information in two 
times faster than any other; therefore, advertisers put a strong emphasis on what we see.  
(Anyway, depicting side effects would be gross and who would ever buy that drug!)

The information I noted above was shared with us at a conference known as the District 
Administration Leadership Institute (DALI).  I attend this conference every year and customarily 
share some of the things I learned in a Lancer Letter.

Assessment is a big topic in education.  If I asked you to somehow prove what you know 
about your profession or a hobby, how would you do it?  How would I know for sure you knew 
your stuff?  This is a big question especially with government accountability - how do we know 
students are learning?

More and more, companies are creating online assessments to determine what standards a 
student has mastered.  As artificial intelligence becomes more available, many of these systems 
are using AI to take students through a non-linear path of demonstrating their knowledge.  Some 
systems are then linking the assessment results to an online instructional component to address 
weaknesses.  It all sounds pretty impressive but there seem to be a lot of moving parts, some of 
which are not quite “ready for prime time” in my opinion.  But eventually, you can be sure there 
will be some powerful tools out there for teachers to assess and remediate students in an elegant, 
seamless manner.  I don’t believe these online products will ever stand alone without the 
guidance of a teacher.

Safety was again a topic at this conference.  I’m happy to say I did not learn anything 
new and we’ve already implemented all of the suggestions made.

Hillsborough Public Schools in Florida serves 225,000 students with a poverty rate of 
68%.  Like many  districts, they realize they are doing everything they can in the 6.5 hours a day 
they have to make students better readers.  So, they decided to fully engage any organization in 
the county that serves students in any way (YMCAs, churches, civic organizations, etc.). They 
purchased licenses to a vast online library with books at various readings levels.  They use this 
with their students in school but have also trained the people in the community organizations to 
help the students access the online books while at the community run events.  As you might 
imagine, this was a monumental task but they feel the project has been successful and is 
extending student reading time beyond the school day.

Attendance at this conference is purposefully kept low to allow for personal interaction.  
This year there were 71 superintendents from 29 different states.  As usual, much of the learning 
takes place in conversations with each other.

A number of superintendents from the Mid-West were still dealing with some weather 
issues.  A superintendent from Minnesota explained they had a 90 degree temperature swing last 
week!  In New Mexico, they close school if the temperature goes above 104 degrees because the 
busses are not air conditioned!  We’ll never have that problem here!

Oregon has a law called a “kicker.”  This law requires the state legislature to give back to 
the citizens any surplus funds left at the end of the year.  At first, this sounds attractive but the 
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problems are beginning to mount.  Imagine doing that with your home budget, essentially 
spending everything you make in a year and not having any savings.

The teacher shortage has reached a critical point in many states.  A superintendent in 
Alabama told me they offer a “signing bonus” of $4,000 to teachers who will teach special 
education, math or science.  (We are not offering a signing bonus but I could offer a singing 
bonus if that becomes necessary.) His district also buses teacher’s children from whatever school 
they attend to the school at which the parent teaches as an incentive.  They are also looking at a 
recent survey of what millennial teachers want (parking space, breakfast, child care). ( And I was 
just happy to get a paycheck every two weeks when I started teaching!)

A statement was made at this conference that stuck with me:  “So many parameters are 
put into place to make public education a failure.”  What I observed were many superintendents 
who entered education to make a difference for students becoming increasingly frustrated by the 
societal malaise creeping into the schools and the barriers being created by legislative mandate.  
Despite it all, there are some really good people running our nation’s schools.


