AN OPEN LETTER TO CALIFORNIA SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS

Chuck Lavaroni, MS and Donald E. Leisey, EdD

We are two retired educators who collectively spent well over 100 years in our chosen profession.  We have been public school teachers and administrators in California.  And, we have also succeeded as educational entrepreneurs within our state.  We say that not in a prideful or boastful way but instead as an introduction to you the reader.  Our experiences have led us to some new ways of thinking about schools and their governance as well as the concepts of teaching and learning.  We are satisfied that we have something of import to say to all persons interested in schools, but especially to those individuals who have had the courage and commitment to serve their communities as members of their local school board.

We are suggesting that School Boards consider our concept of the EDUPRENEUR as a means to both improve the learning opportunities of students and simultaneously encourage creative teachers to stay within the system.  We define the Edupreneur as: a person within a school organization who takes hands-on responsibility in creating, developing, and marketing a program, product, service or technology for the enhancement of learning consistent with the stated goals of and supported by that organization.

Early in our efforts to bring the traditional ideas and concepts of the entrepreneur to public education we were confronted with a serious dilemma.  In doing research for our book “The Educational Entrepreneur: Making a Difference”*, the ONLY successful education entrepreneurs we could identify had already left the schools.  These were the teachers and administrators who had the courage to develop new ideas, new programs or new services to improve learning for students.  To continue their work they either went to work for a publisher, a think tank, a university or started a business relating to education.  Upon reflection and discussion with other educators, we could personally identify many of our co-workers as having entrepreneurial characteristics.  They were energetic, willing to think out of the box, willing to take risks and be creative.  But as often as not they were discouraged and frustrated.  In fact, instead of being rewarded they were sometimes looked upon unfavorably by parents, the administration, fellow teachers, and the board of education.  There was no recognized support system in place for these exhilarating, dedicated, and creative people to develop and use their entrepreneurial skills.

Therefore the EDUPRENEUR!

We are convinced there are recognizable activities that a creative educator will utilize in becoming an EDUPRENEUR.  THE EDUPRENEURIAL CYCLE is a “model” or graphic representation of the interrelated components necessary to plan, develop, use, market, evaluate and sustain a successful EDUPRENEURIAL project.  The cycle serves both the individual educator, the administration, and the school board, which is ultimately responsible for that project.
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To assure accountability for boards, administrators, teachers and the community as a whole, we propose THE EDUPRENEURIAL CYCLE which addresses the key questions: what, why, who, when and how.  Using these questions, potential EDUPRENEURS will translate their ideas into writing.  After researching their thoughts they will develop goals and objectives, determine costs, and outline personnel, facility needs, and legal requirements.  A significant portion of the proposal is the development of a “business plan” that recognizes student needs, parental interest, potential impact on schools and how the proposal relates specifically to district goals.

And, like any “business plan” thought and preparation will be given to the issues of implementation.  We suggest that any worthwhile edupreneurial project must speak to the need for “marketing and distribution.”  To provide real value, the project must have the potential for making a lasting impact on the classroom, school and/or district.  It is imperative that progress reports are made periodically to the board and the administration.

Communication tasks are not only important to the project, but to other people as well.  All too often when creative projects are initiated ongoing and meaningful communication is ignored.  Then the project becomes something “special.”  It begins to appear separate from the district and its total responsibilities.  When that occurs, people are hurt, petty jealousy and envy can infiltrate the “teacher’s room” and the general familiar sense of a close knit faculty is put in danger.

Continued assessment and evaluation are important for the project as well as for the administration and board of trustees.  The data provide the information necessary to confirm the validity of the project.  And, if successful, provide the information to expand the project within the district and/or to schools in other communities.  It is through assessment/evaluation activities that refined recommendations are formed to continue the “cycle.”  New marketing distribution activities, refined development strategies and continued research and planning tasks will constantly reflect the data collected and reported.

Assessment/Evaluation data are necessary as they provide the rationale upon which all decisions relative to the project’s continuation – including the decision to cancel it are made.  Any project must be considered “ad-hoc” in nature.  If the project fails to achieve the goals it purports, it should be discontinued immediately without chastisement or derision.

THE EDUPRENEURIAL CYCLE is just that, it is a cycle.  It is NOT linear.  It does NOT describe the sequence of activities.  All four “sets” are interrelated.  Each influences each other.  Effort must be constantly made to seek out and respond to the ongoing influences each has on the other.

Also, a firm and public commitment to the process must be made in the school and district if it is to succeed.  That means a new look at how the resources of personnel, time, energy and money will be distributed.  The traditional way that teachers are assigned, salaries determined, school hours scheduled, secretarial assignments made, and professional hours recognized will all come under new scrutiny.  All in all that means much of what we are presenting will be subject to the collective bargaining process, new policies must be developed and implemented in order for this concept to be implemented.

Obviously this is a huge task, but one with great potential for student learning as well as teacher retention.  The problem of teacher turnover is real.  By giving teachers the opportunity to receive a “fraction of the action,” they will remain challenged, motivated, and committed to stay in the profession.  And, there very well might be the benefit of recruiting those bright people who have a special interest in creating new programs for the support of learning.  People who fear the tight structure found in too many schools today would be inspired and freed.

School board members in California, by definition, are agents of the state government.  As agents of that government they are both blessed and cursed.  The blessings come from the exact same sources as the curse—the CALIFORNIA EDUCATION CODE and the STATE BUDGET.  Those documents, ever changing, describe what is expected, what is legal, what is in place for administrating the district and identify the money available for the board to meet its responsibilities.  They also identify the various limits and restrictions facing boards as they make decisions for their community.  The important thing to remember is that those documents do NOT specify what those decisions are or specifically how they are administered.

In our democracy School Boards are free to explore and innovate so long as those explorations and innovations are legal and consistent with the data provided within those documents and aligned to district goals.

So, we are asking the Boards, working with their administrators and teachers, to seriously consider how the Education Code and the Budget can best be used to free and enhance the excitement of creation found in the hearts and minds of local teachers and administrators for the benefit of students.  To do this, policies will need to be cooperatively developed through the bargaining process to: 

1. Insure the commitment of the district to the concept of EDUPRENEURISM.
2. Provide a recognized structure to insure a transparent, fair and consistent application of the concept throughout the district.

3. Include a Reward/Recognition plan to support the EDUPRENEUR.

4. Determine the ownership of any new and innovative ideas that may have commercial value.

5. Identify strategies for communication with all parties, including the staff, parents and the community.

We believe that with a concerted effort and focus on the potential of EDUPRENEURISM, districts can more effectively help answer the issues of school leadership, curriculum change, in-service training, identifying and meeting individual needs of students, using new instructional strategies and technologies, changing grade configuration, staff organization and scheduling, student assessment and evaluation procedures, parent involvement and staff satisfaction, growth and retention.

All of this recognizes the power of “bottom up” change and at the same time realigning budget considerations for in-serving training, conference attendance, consultant expenditures and even a form of merit recognition.  We recognize that all teachers and administrators are not necessarily interested in becoming EDUPRENEURS.  However, it is our belief that most would want to practice their profession in a district that would support them if and when they saw the opportunity of making a positive and lasting change in the learning of students.

We are asking Boards, working with their superintendents and staff, to consider how they can use THE EDUCATIONAL CYCLE to support potential EDUPRENEURS to research, plan, develop, use, assess, evaluate, market and distribute their program, product, service or technology to improve learning.

If governments in China, Russia and India can capitalize on the power that comes from unleashing the entrepreneur, certainly a governmental agency, the SCHOOL BOARD, in a “free society” can benefit by emancipation of the expertise, skill and enthusiasm of its potential EDUPRENEURS.  That is the challenge!

*Leisey and Lavaroni, THE EDUCATIONAL ENTREPRENUEUR: Making A Difference—Edupreneur Press, San Rafael, California, 2000.
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