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INNOVATION – that’s a word you hear used frequently today. Mostly the word carries a positive meaning. Although sometimes it can make us a bit uncomfortable – especially if it means change coming too fast or bringing uncertainties our way.

Are there any of you who worked in the district BEFORE schools and office had computers? THAT was an innovation, wasn’t it – good and bad. And yet, how could we do our business today without computers, the web, Word, Excel, Publisher and you name it?

What about the time BEFORE teachers had phones in their classrooms? I can remember the controversy around putting phones in teachers classrooms – and I was teaching in classrooms BEFORE phones were installed there. Would you like to be in your school support roles today without a phone in each classroom, without a phone on each office staff person’s desk?

How many of you have been with the district long enough to remember the beginnings of state testing and the WASL? 
That was certainly innovation, and it certainly did bring change. Depending upon your point of you, the WASL innovation and a positive transformation in the state’s education system – in large part because the WASL set uniform standards for our state’s students.

Then along came NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND? How many of you remember its birth? It was innovative alright! In many ways not such positive innovation. But No Child Left Behind did, for the first time in our country, shine the light on EACH child’s learning progress. No Child Left Behind, with all its faults, was a well meaning innovation that tore away the cover of “average” scores for groups of students.

Because of No Child Left Behind (and I see lots of ways it could be improved!) we do have systems and ways to monitor how EACH student is learning and are learning ways to personalize education to EACH student’s needs.

Last week, the district’s leadership team focused attention and study on innovation in schools. And we learned more about the urgency for schools to change so that students today are prepared for THEIR FUTURES, not the world as we know it.

We heard from some of the nation’s (and even a Canadian) expert on transforming the way we teach and lead and organize. 

Each of those speakers is brilliant. Last week’s activities and sessions filled our brains and exhausted our bodies. I would expect your school and department leaders came from those sessions and into this week “pumped” in some way. I have no doubt we’ll see even more innovative ways of operating, teaching and learning this year.

I did enjoy all those expert speakers, and I learned from them and the discussions they generated.

I also enjoyed (and perhaps enjoyed most of all) listening to the student panelists who told us candidly what has helped and inspired them in school – and also what we should change to be more inspiring and helpful.

In a nutshell their advice feel into three categories
(click animation) Care about us. See us and interact with us as individuals with individual skills, needs, talents and interests. 
(click animation) Connect with us. Learn what interests us, what will ignite our desire to learning. For one young man that was football and a bearded lizard and one counselor who saw and fostered his potential. For another student, it was a math teacher who loved her poetry. Another told of his music teacher lending a personal instrument. Our students crave connections and relationships with the adults in our schools. Every one of you can make a connection that might change a student’s life. 
(click animation) Challenge us. Students want to learn more about the things that interest them. Feed and support that hunger.

You may recognize those three pieces of advice as they are sometimes labeled (click animation) RELATIONSHIPS, RELEVANCY and RIGOR.
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Dr. Joyce Stewart was responsible for the set up and inspirational graphics during last week’s sessions. I’m not sure if it was intentional or serendipity that one of the inspirations of the day appeared on the student panel table.

Take a look at the quote closest to us in the photo above. (click animation) 

In our meetings and discussions last week, we looked at BIG innovations; we talked about how great inventors had built upon the ideas of others and creatively changed how we think and interact with the world or simply presented material to us in new ways Think:
Steve Jobs
Thomas Edison
Madam Curie
Julia Child
Our own EHS alum and artist Chuck Close
(ask them for famous inventors, innovators or inventions ….)

While all of those people and all of their contributions are important, the students’ advice put it all into perspective to me.

Innovation in our work each day does not have to be big and splashy. In fact, we can make the deepest and most profound impacts through some of the simplest and smallest ways.

While many of us may not make world shattering innovations that will go down in history, EACH of us has a chance to innovatively change the world – even just a day or moment – in the life of a child or adult we interact with at school. I see it happening whenever I visit a school or an office. I thank you for it because it is making a difference for our students and co-workers, and it makes a difference for me too.

Thank you for everything you do every day. I wish you the best school year ever and look forward to seeing you when school starts this fall.  (We all know it will!)
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