What a great conference.  Most of our audience was glad to hear the differing viewpoints of author Diane Ravitch and from Vicki Phillips of The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.  Positive comments were passed on about the breakout sessions and the legislative wrap-up.  I hope all of you who were in attendance took away ideas that you can use in the coming months.  Several of you requested a copy of my installation talk.  For them and those of you who were unable to attend, here it is.
Over the last several months I have written this little talk many times in my head.  Each re-write in my head was more eloquent, witty, thought provoking, and erudite than all of the previous versions.  Unfortunately, when I finally sat down to commit my thoughts to paper most of the brilliance that had been in my head had evaporated and what is left is presented here.
On Thursday morning of the conference, attendees had the opportunity to listen to the facts and wisdom of Diane Ravitch.  I encourage you to read anything she has written.  She gives us the ammunition to challenge the naysayers and those at all levels of government who say that public education is failing and that some form of privatization is the only answer. 
Fellow board members, public education is facing its most difficult challenges since it was established in Massachusetts in the 1840s. The attacks and attempts to privatize our system of education are pervasive, well financed and often based on illusion, misrepresentation, myths, and in some cases bold faced lies.
How do we challenge this and protect all children?  How do we continue to ensure that our society will prosper and that all of our children will have the opportunity to learn to their maximum capacity?  How do we ensure that we keep the “public” in public education and that we effectively dispel the myths of vouchers and charter schools and all of the other schemes that are being put forward to tear us down?  How do we ensure that the model of school governance that has been successful for nearly 175 years continues to be successful in the future? 
First, each of us must become not only a cheerleader for public education but the strongest voice in our communities.  The naysayers are using untruths and calling them facts.  These misrepresentations are being used to support the schemes that are the proposed solutions to all that is “WRONG” with public education.  I challenge each of you to write an article for your local newspaper that challenges a myth or promotes the excellence that is happening every day in your districts.  It is essential for all of us to become more forceful and dynamic leaders if we are to change hearts and minds where we live.
Second, cultivate existing partnerships, create new partnerships, and use these partnerships to expound on the excellence that is public education. Look for ways to change relationships from contentious to collaborative so that public education will present a more united stand in fighting the common battles we must face.  Educate parents and communities so that they can become stronger advocates for your excellence.  Find ways to change the relationships with your contractors, vendors, and business community so that they are partners in your goal of improving student achievement.
Third, we must change the conversation.  While our financial struggles will be challenging, we can’t always talk about money, we must focus on what is right for kids.  It is a shame that now the most important person in our school district is not the head of curriculum, but the head of finance or budget.  The conversation must start with what is necessary to provide a world class education for our children and then create a mechanism to pay for it.  
We must focus our energies on promoting educational excellence and make our legislators at all levels understand that the best ideas for improving education are not coming from Tallahassee or Washington.  They are not coming from think tanks and foundations whose researchers haven’t been in a classroom since they finished school.  The best ideas for improving education are coming from Punta Gorda, Deland, Orlando, Destin, Key West, Brooksville and all of the communities of this state, from the teachers and parents who know what is right for the children in their communities.  Just as there is no single teaching method or strategy for all students, no single top down theory of education will work for all.  We must remind our legislators that local control provides the best solutions.  
I once knew a principal who, when some new edict would come down from on high, would look at her faculty and say, “Here is where we need to be. You figure out how we are going to get there.”  And each year they not only achieved, but they excelled. 
Your school board association will continue to represent you and fight for what is good for all students in Florida.  However, to reach its maximum effectiveness, you must step up your leadership role and continue to fight for your students in your communities.  You must put aside personal differences and agendas on your boards and find a way to come together for the betterment of your schools and your community.  You must recognize that for your superintendent to be successful, each of you as board members must be successful, and for you to be successful as a board member, your superintendent must be successful as well. You must remember that you are a leadership team and that individually you can accomplish little, but together you can provide the leadership that will get you and us through these difficult times.  One of the lessons that Civil War General Robert E. Lee has for us all is that a leader remembers that the goal of a leader is not self-fulfillment, but service to his fellow men.  
 	We must hold those who are our biggest critics to the same standards to which we are held accountable.  We must remind them that they represent you and me and the students in our districts; they should be thinking independently about the students when they vote and not what their legislative leadership tells them to think. We must remind them that if the creation of jobs is a goal, and if the recruitment of new industry is important, then they must be willing to respond to the question, “What are you doing to insure that there is an educated workforce for these new companies?”  Somehow, I feel that the answer, “We are cutting per pupil funding for the 5th year in a row,” will not be a popular response.  They must also be willing to accept responsibility for the falling test scores that will occur if they continue to fail to provide adequate resources to educate all students.  
As you can see from these remarks, my theme for this year stresses leadership and partnerships.  We have some natural and ongoing partnerships with the superintendents’ association, the administrators’ association, the Florida School Boards Insurance Trust and the other organizations that are a part of our conferences.  However, we need to enhance our alliances with Fund Education Now, 50th No More, and the Children’s Movement of Florida.  We must expand these alliances and encourage the formation of others so that the volume of our message increases to the point that it cannot be ignored.  Look to involve your vendors, contractors and other business partners as additional allies to keep the “public” in public education.  Use your PTAs, PTOs, School Advisory Committees, Chambers of Commerce--anybody that has influence and can be an advocate for children.
Expand your district’s influence at the polls.  You might be surprised to learn how few of your teachers and staff are registered to vote.  In Charlotte County we learned that only 25% of our district employees were registered to vote and only about half of them actually voted. Get them registered and get them to the polls on Election Day.  Make your voices heard. If you can create space in your calendar for your schools to be closed on Election Day, I encourage you to do so.  
And last, but certainly not least, communicate, communicate, communicate.  Jackie Freiberg several years ago in her book about Southwest Airlines, titled Nuts, said, “Most companies have stories to tell, but most are not good storytellers.  When an organization doesn’t tell its stories well, it limits its influence in the marketplace and misses out on opportunities to reinforce perceptions of what makes it special.”  Use every forum you have to promote the excellence of public education.  Whenever you have an article published, send a copy to FSBA and we will pass it on.  We will also try to provide some templates that will aid you in your efforts.
I want to thank you for the opportunity to serve as your President for the coming year.  I also want to thank Candace Lankford for a great year as President and for her friendship and guidance as I prepared for this challenge. I hope that I can live up to the confidence placed in me by all of you and especially those of you who encouraged me to seek this position.   Finally, I want to recognize the three most wonderful women in my world, my wife Anne and our daughters, Whitney and Lindsay.  They have allowed me to follow my heart even when it was not easy for them.
As I stated earlier, success depends not on the actions of a single individual but upon the efforts of the entire team, and the complete leadership team that will be assisting me in the coming year is displayed on the FSBA website.  I look forward to serving you.
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