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Abstract 
 

The author argues that despite demonstrable successes of public education, school leaders have not 
framed an effective defense against decades-long charges of school failure.  Drawing on leadership 
litera�W�X�U�H���I�U�R�P���$�U�L�V�W�R�W�O�H���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�R�G�D�\�¶�V���D�L�U�S�R�U�W���E�H�V�W-sellers, the author suggests that school 
superintendents have an obligation to make a case for public schools through a strategy of inoculation 
that acknowledges some shortcomings, reframing to point out the strengths of public schools, and 
�F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�H�V���D�X�G�L�H�Q�F�H�V���W�R���W�K�H���F�R�P�S�O�H�[�L�W�L�H�V���R�I���S�X�E�O�L�F���V�F�K�R�R�O�V���L�Q���W�R�G�D�\�¶�V���Z�R�U�O�G.  The 
case to be made: we have the best public schools in the world, international rankings compare apples 
and oranges, and many children in the United States are living in Third World conditions. 
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R�H�F�H�Q�W�O�\���L�W�¶�V���E�H�H�Q���D�S�S�D�U�H�Q�W���W�K�D�W���S�X�E�O�L�F��
education and educators have been under 
assault for decades, indeed ever since A Nation 
at Risk was issued (National Commission on 
Excellence, 1983).  A school superintendent 
who retired a few years ago told me that her 
entire career in education had been amidst 
unrelenting public complaints since the day she 
entered the classroom (personal 
communication, 2014). 
 
 Despite the demonstrable successes of 
public education, its leaders seem to have had a 
difficult time framing a defense against charges 
of school failure.  In some ways this may be 
understandable.  Leadership texts and programs 
tend to be focused on institutions and 
corporations, not on campaigns to persuade the 
general public.  But amidst the barrage of 
criticism aimed at schools, developing 
persuasive arguments to turn around public 
opinion is a significant responsibility for school 
leaders.  
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McShane, 2018).  Prominent reformer Rick 
Hess of the conservative American Enterprise 
Institute, hitherto a staunch supporter of the 
reform agenda, acknowledged that Uncle Sam 
is good at forcing students to take tests but 
lousy at improving schools (Hess and 
McShane, 2018).       
  

These developments represent real 
progress.  They mark a new modesty amongst 
the saviors who swaggered onto the national 
stage in recent decades promising to save 
public school children from predatory and 
disinterested educators. 
 
 Now is the time for local leaders�²
school superintendents, board members, and 
union representatives�² to build on that 
progress.  And they can.  It is time to step 
forward and start making the case that, while a 
lot remains to be done, public schools have 
been the backbone of American progress, they 
continue to play that role today, and they will 
continue to do so, well into the future. 
 
Leadership Literature 
�:�D�Q�G�H�U�L�Q�J���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D�L�U�S�R�U�W���E�R�R�N�V�W�R�U�H�V�����L�W�¶�V���H�D�V�\��
to think leadership advice is the latest big thing.  
Bookshelves groan with them.  But they are as 
old as written language.  Aristotle in the 4th 
Century B.C. emphasized that leaders hoping to 
persuade others need to establish their 
�F�U�H�G�L�E�L�O�L�W�\�����H�W�K�R�V�������D�S�S�H�D�O���W�R���W�K�H���D�X�G�L�H�Q�F�H�¶�V��
emotions (pathos), and employ arguments 
listeners are likely to find logical (logos) 
(Lawson-Tancred, trans.1991).   
 
 Today an array of leadership manuals 
range across conflict resolution, getting from 
good to great, team dysfunction, principles of 
organizational development, and habits of 
effective people (Anderson, 2012; Collins, 
2001; Covey, 2004; Gerzon, 2006; Kouzes and 
Posner, 2007; Lencioni, 2002; and Runde and 
Flanagan, 2010).  �0�L�F�K�D�H�O���)�X�O�O�D�Q�¶�V���V�H�P�L�Q�D�O��

work in education has emphasized over the 
years the importance of moral purpose aligned 
with shared leadership amidst change (Fullan, 
2001).  Ronald A. Heifetz emphasizes the 
importance of leaders distinguishing between 
technical and adaptive challenges (Heifetz, 
1996).  And Peter Senge and his colleagues 
app�O�L�H�G���K�L�V���³�I�L�I�W�K���G�L�V�F�L�S�O�L�Q�H�´���L�Q�V�L�J�K�W�V���W�R��
education in Schools that Work (Senge et al, 
2000).   
 
 These are all valuable guides.  
Combined with case studies they promise to 
help school leaders frame a leadership style.  
But they tend to be longer on theory than on 
practice.  They focus on organizations, not 
public persuasion.  And they address leadership 
at a local level, not as a national imperative 
around an issue of paramount public 
importance.  They provide little guidance on 
how to proceed in the face of the daily barrage 
of opprobrium with which educators contend. 
 
A Model Response  
Several years ago, Martha Bruckner, then-
superintendent of schools in Council Bluffs, 
Iowa, climbed on a plane headed for an ASCD 
meeting in Los Angeles (personal 
communication, February 2013).  There she 
would participate in a panel about the 
importance of placing international test results 
in the context of the economic and social 
challenges facing schools in different societies.   
  

Bruckner was tired.  School leadership 
is grueling.  As the plane took off, the 
businessman beside her asked what line of 
work she was in.  As she tells the story, 
�%�U�X�F�N�Q�H�U���K�D�G���W�K�H���³�H�G�X�F�D�W�R�U�¶�V���I�O�L�Q�F�K�´�����2�K�����,�¶�P��
about to get another lecture on the failure of our 
schools.  �³�,�¶�P���L�Q���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���´���V�K�H���U�Hsponded.  
Sure enough, the lecture emerged immediately 
�I�U�R�P���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���Z�K�R���K�D�G�Q�¶�W���E�H�H�Q���L�Q�V�L�G�H���D���S�X�E�O�L�F��
school for decades.  He was especially critical 
of what he thought were the failures of Council 
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�%�O�X�I�I�V�¶���V�F�K�R�R�O�V.  �:�K�\���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���W�K�H�\���E�H���D�V���J�R�R�G��
�D�V���)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�¶�V��schools, he wondered? 
  

Martha Bruckner does not suffer fools 
easily.  �6�K�H���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�G�����³�$�F�W�X�D�O�O�\�����,�¶�P���W�K�H��
Council Bluffs school superintendent.  Of 
course, we have some problems.  �7�K�L�Q�J�V���G�R�Q�¶�W��
always go well.  I worry about our students 
every night.  But, you know, we have a poverty 
rate in Council Bluffs of 88 percent.  In spite of 
that, we graduate 71 percent of our students on 
time.  Finland has a student poverty rate of five 
percent.  Imagine how well we could do if we 
�K�D�G���)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�¶�V���S�R�Y�H�U�W�\���U�D�W�H.  The conversation 
turned on a dime.  With this information, the 
businessman was willing to discuss the 
challenges facing schools realistically, instead 
of parroting back what he had heard in the 
locker room at the local country club. 
  

Bruckner had instinctively practiced 
what communications specialist Kathleen Hall 
Jamieson preaches about leadership in the face 
of criticism: Inoculate �«  Reframe �«  And 
Communicate (Harvey, 2013).   
 
Inoculate 
As school leaders, argued Jamieson, you need 
to understand that everyone you encounter 
carries in their head a picture of you and your 
schools.  �,�I���\�R�X���V�D�\���\�R�X���D�U�H���D�Q���³�H�G�X�F�D�W�R�U���´ 
�P�D�Q�\���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�L�O�O���L�P�P�H�G�L�D�W�H�O�\���W�K�L�Q�N���³�V�D�O�W���R�I���W�K�H��
earth.  �%�X�W���V�R�P�H���Z�L�O�O���W�K�L�Q�N�����³�R�Y�H�U�S�D�L�G���D�Q�G��
incompetent.  As a leader, you need to be 
prepared for that.  You cannot assume that 
everyone shares your view. 
 
 �7�K�H���W�H�F�K�Q�L�F�D�O���W�H�U�P���³�H�Q�W�K�\�P�H�P�H�´��
defines these preconceived notions.  In his 
Rhetoric, wrote Jamieson and her colleagues, 
Aristotle defined enthymemes as the "very 
body and substance of persuasion" (Jamieson, 
Falk, and Sherr, 1999, p. 13).  Said Jamieson et 
al�����³�(�Q�W�K�\�P�H�P�H�V���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q���E�\���V�X�S�S�U�H�V�V�L�Q�J��
premises that are then filled in by members of 

the audience.  Out of this complicity come 
conclusions whose impact is heightened by 
audience participation in the�L�U���F�R�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�L�R�Q�´��
(Jamieson, Falk, and Sher, 1999, p. 13).  Say 
that again? 
 
 Translation: You approach the public 
with a view that educators are public servants 
dedicated to the welfare of children.  You are 
running into people suppressing that view and 
replacing it with beliefs parroted on cable 
television that schools are over-staffed with 
shirkers who go home every day at 2:30 and 
enjoy a three-month summer vacation every 
year.  Most will not be rude enough to say that 
to your face.  �,�Q�V�W�H�D�G�����W�K�H�\�¶�O�O���F�R�Pplain about 
test scores, graduation rates, or property taxes. 
 
 You need to inoculate yourself against 
these views, taking on a weaker strain of the 
virus so you can withstand the more virulent 
strains, said Jamieson (Harvey, 2013).  
Bruckner inoculated herself.  �6�K�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W��
pretend there were no issues.  She 
�D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�G�����³�2�I���F�R�X�U�V�H�����Z�H���K�D�Y�H���V�R�P�H��
problems.  �7�K�L�Q�J�V���G�R�Q�¶�W���D�O�Z�D�\�V���J�R���Z�H�O�O.  
Aristotle could not have said it better: by 
acknowledging challenges without being 
defensive, Bruckner established her credibility 
(ethos).   
 
Reframe 
Buckner did a brilliant job of reframing.  Let 
me tell you how well �Z�H�¶�U�H���G�R�L�Q�J���L�Q���W�K�H���I�D�F�H���R�I��
terrific challenges, she said.  Imagine what we 
�F�R�X�O�G���G�R���L�I���Z�H���K�D�G���W�K�H���O�X�[�X�U�\���R�I���)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�¶�V���O�R�Z��
poverty rates.  The center of gravity shifted 
�I�U�R�P���Z�K�D�W�¶�V���Z�U�R�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���V�F�K�R�R�O�V���W�R���W�K�H��
social and economic context in which schools 
here and abroad function. 
  
 As part of the reframing move from the 
abstract to the specific.  Move as quickly as 
you can from talking about bureaucracy, 
assessment results, property taxes, and the 
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fabulous schools of Shanghai and Finland to 
real kids, real teachers, and real classroom 
issues.  �7�K�D�W�¶�V���\�R�X�U���V�Z�H�H�W���V�S�R�W.  Nobody knows 
as much about your schools as you do. 
 
 Real people like stories, not numbers.  
Search out and find local illustrations that tug 
�D�W���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���K�H�D�U�W�V�W�U�L�Q�J�V.  This is pathos at work.  
We know people feel good about their schools.  
�(�Y�H�U�\���\�H�D�U���3�'�.���,�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�¶�V���3�R�O�O���R�I���3�X�E�O�L�F��
Perceptions about Public Schools consistently 
reports that parents and the public consistently 
award high marks to local schools (Phi Delta 
Kappan, 2018).  Your neighbors know your 
schools produce Merit Scholars, competitive 
sports teams, winter concerts, and spring 
musicals.   
 
 This view of local schools is an 
enthymeme that works in your favor.  �,�W�¶�V���D���J�L�I�W��
horse for you.   
 

Below are some examples of how you 
might humanize your schools:  

 
¶ Mrs. Smith in tenth grade 

just won the state Teacher 
of the Year Award.  �6�K�H�¶�V��
in the running to be named 
National Teacher of the 
Year at the White House.  
She is just one of many 
outstanding teachers in 
our district. 

¶ This year, our 
valedictorian is a young 
hearing
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performance gains across the board for all age 
levels and all racial and ethnic groups.  For 
students of color, we see, 25-, 30- and 36-point 
increases in reading performance since 1971.  

Some analysts believe gains of this magnitude 
represent up to two or three years of additional 
schooling.  Similar encouraging results can be 
displayed for mathematics achievement.

 
 
Table 1 

NAEP Reading: Changes by Age, 1971 – 2012 

Age
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Journal analysis of Chinese national data 
suggests that fewer than 30 percent of 15-year-
olds across China are in Grades 9 or 10, when 
PISA assessments are administered (Strauss, 
2019). 
 
 The point is not that the Shanghai 
�Q�X�P�E�H�U�V���³�V�W�X�Q�´���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G.  The point is that 
comparing the school performance of 30 
percent of the wealthiest and brightest Chinese 
15-year-olds with essentially 100 percent of 
American 15-year-olds calls the credibility of 
the entire PISA enterprise into question.  
Beyond that, the following needs to be clearly 
understood: In the United States, all children 
residing in a school district, including children 
of undocumented immigrants, are 
constitutionally entitled to a free public 
education by decree of the U.S.  Supreme Court 
(American Immigration Council, 2016).  
Across China, by contrast, millions of children 
(all Chinese nationals) are discriminated 
against�² as a matter of law�² based on where 
they were born.   



http://www.oecd.org/social/income-distribution-database.htm
https://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm%20Chart%20PF1.1.A
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What is immediately apparent is that 
Denmark and Finland are outliers at one end of 
the scale, while the United States is an outlier 
at the other.  That is to say, Denmark and 
Finland are characterized by high levels of 
public support for families combined with 
remarkably low levels of child poverty.  The 
United States, on the other hand, long 
considered the wealthiest nation in the world, 
displays the lowest level of public support for 
families combined with a shockingly high level 
of childhood poverty. 
 
Many children in the United States are living 
in Third World conditions    
Which gets us to the third major part of the 
argument you must make.  The data 
documenting the status of children in the 
United States are distressing.  More than 50 
percent of students in American public schools 
are low-income (Southern Education 
Foundation, 2015).  Segregation and social 
isolation by race and income have increased in 
this century (Jargowsky, 2013 and U.S.  
Government Accountability Office, 2016).  An 
astonishing 1.5 million families in the United 
States, with nearly three million children, are 
reported to be living at subsistence levels on 
$2.00 per day (Shaefer and Edin, 2016).  
Subsistence levels means that some of these 
families are selling blood to put a roof over 
their heads and food on the table. 
 
 All of this is ignored and papered over 
in the public discourse about schools.  
Educators are somehow expected to pick up the 
pieces of these larger societal catastrophes.  Yet 
for more than 50 years researchers have 
documented the powerful relationship between 
poverty and achievement: out-of-school factors 
account for 70 percent or m

.  .  
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If everyone does their part, perhaps then 
American society can heal its wounds and 
renew itself, community by urban and rural 
community.  In that environment, educators can 
continue the hard work of renewing our 

schools, confident that they can help restore the 
dream that is America, while breathing new life 
into the dreams all our students bring with them 
as they enter school on the first day.   
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