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Opening Welcome by Dan French


I want to welcome everyone to the first ever National Turning Points Network Leadership Conference, and take about 10 minutes to give some context to our gathering. Just as the National Coalition of Essential Schools started out in the mid 1980s with an opening conference of 50 people, which then launched a reform movement that now brings together 2000 people from around the country to its annual Fall Forum, so too we represent a budding movement of Turning Points middle schools across the nation that are committed to embodying the three cornerstones identified by the National Forum for Middle Grades Reform. These state that excellent middle schools must be:

· Academically challenging, in that every student is provided a demanding and meaningful course of studies that prepares him or her for success in high school and beyond;

· Developmentally responsive, in that the school and curriculum take into account the needs of early adolescents, for example, balancing choice and structure, rigor and relevance, research and hands on application; and

· Socially equitable, in that the school explicitly strives to eliminate inequities by race, income, language, and disability, providing equal access to every student and the support needed to be successful.

Yet, as we fully well know, most of today’s schools serving early adolescents do not meet these criteria. While I was out in meetings in Oakland this week, I had dinner with friends who had an 8th grader, who was doing her homework. I asked her what she was working on, and she looked up at me with a pained expression and said she had been given 60 vocabulary words out of the book they were reading for which to write individual sentences. 60 unrelated sentences with no connection to the text they were reading! The only thing I could think of was this is cruel and unusual punishment, and in no way related to learning that lasts over time. It reminded me of the cartoon in which two dogs are walking along and one is saying to the other, “It’s always, sit, stay, heel. Never think, innovate, be yourself.” What are we doing to the minds, hearts, and souls of early adolescents in many of our middle schools today?

We live in a day and age where many forces are aligned against creating middle schools that are academically challenging, developmentally responsive, and socially equitable. We live in a day and age:

· Where testing and more testing is viewed as the best and easy answer to raising student achievement

· Where in our larger society individual self interests are the norm, leading to examples of corporate greed that paste the front page news, like the fall of Enron Corporation

· Where new middle schools that are being constructed are larger and larger, solely out of short term economic efficiency, all the while disregarding the compelling research that says that smaller is better

· Where we are more divorced than ever from our communities, their fabric and their institutions

· Where early adolescents are viewed as masses of raging hormones that need to be controlled and pacified rather than respected and unleashed

· Where literacy means five sentence paragraphs, each with specified structure and focus, on topics that have little meaning to students--rather, we should be exploring how critical literacy in its many forms can help empower students, and make meaning between their lived experiences and cultures and new knowledge and understanding

· Where students are viewed more and more as numbers to be disaggregated, sorted, and categorized in order to ensure that they meet a single test’s bar of achievement

· And where we are still plagued by issues of equity, with low income students and students of color getting shortchanged by lowered expectations and fewer resources, and subsequently learning at far lower levels, than their more affluent, white peers

The National Turning Points Network is trying to create a different vision of schooling and of preparing our students for productive lives as activist citizens in a democratic society. It is trying to create schools:

· In which the entire school community is rallied around a common vision of teaching and learning that prepare each student for high school and beyond

· In which there is an unwavering commitment to equity and to ensuring that all students, including low income students, students of color, second language learners, and special education students, are provided high quality teaching and the support necessary for them to be successful

· In which the school embraces habits of mind, heart, and soul that span the entire community, habits like inquiry, perspective, evidence, relevance, and wonder, that enable all students to use their minds and hearts well

· In which the curriculum for every student is rooted in competencies, inquiry, problem solving, critical literacy, and application to the real world

· In which personalization is the key, with the goal of every student being known well by at least one adult, through practices such as small learning communities, advisories, multiage grouping and looping, and mentoring

· In which faculty work together to build a professional collaborative learning culture where discourse framed around teaching and learning is the norm, through practices such as teaming, looking at student and teacher work, peer observation, and action research, where when we are faced with challenges we ask why and how and what do we do instead of feel helpless, hopeless, and affix blame

· In which multiple forms of data are regularly used to analyze the school’s strengths and challenges in order to drive school change

· In which portfolios and exhibitions are preeminent in assessing student progress, and in which all students, faculty, and parents are aware of the criteria by which students are judged

· In which students are constantly receiving feedback on their work through peer critique, teacher conferencing, written comments on drafts, and portfolio reviews, and in which student:teacher loads are low enough to make this possible

· In which the school is embedded within the lives of the community and their families

· And in which the primary focus is on service, commitment to the greater good, developing inquiring and thoughtful minds, fairness, equity, and social justice, rather than solely the scores on tests.

These are the middle schools we are striving to create through the National Turning Points Network, schools which are beacons of places that serve all kids well. These schools are the ones that embody the principles of being academically challenging, developmentally responsive, and socially equitable. Ironically, you will also find that they are schools in which more students perform well academically, even on standardized tests.

About 13 years ago, the Carnegie Corporation released the first Turning Points report, a nationally recognized, seminal report which concluded that there was a “volatile mismatch” between the current structure of schools serving middle grades students and the needs of early adolescents. Based on a set of Turning Points principles, the Corporation embarked on a nine year initiative to fund 15 states to create schools which embraced the Turning Points principles, focused on a Self Study Survey process. Nine years later, they concluded that the middle schools that were most successful in raising student achievement had four qualities: (1) they focused on implementing comprehensive reform using all of the Turning Points principles rather than isolated activities; (2) in doing this, they used multiple tools and strategies, in addition to the valuable Self Study Survey; (3) they were members of a network of schools that had structured opportunities to learn from one another; and (4) they received substantial assistance from an outside entity that included onsite coaching, professional development, and advocacy. Based on these lessons, the Carnegie Corporation asked the Center for Collaborative Education, which was working with Massachusetts Turning Points schools, to develop a more comprehensive Turning Points reform model. Along with the leadership of our founding regional centers, the Association of Illinois Middle Schools and the Missouri School Reform Center, and colleagues from Vermont, about two and a half years ago we launched the National Turning Points Network.

Today, we are about 50 schools strong, with schools and regional centers in New England, Illinois, Missouri, Colorado, New York City, Idaho, and Pennsylvania. In the coming months, we hope to be adding schools and regional centers in Florida, California, Wisconsin, North Carolina, and New York State. We seek to become a powerful voice for middle school reform, locally, regionally, and nationally, one that stands for excellence and equity.

The goals of this first National Turning Points Leadership Conference are to:

· Explore what leadership in Turning Points schools means

· Share with one another our successes, our dilemmas, and our questions

· Build the national network

We are kicking off this conference by inviting several of our esteemed Turning Points leaders to share their stories about leadership in Turning Points schools. It is through sharing our stories, problem solving, and learning from one another that the vibrancy of our network and each individual school will grow. Carl Glickman, a noted education researcher, has found that teachers in our most successful schools are less satisfied with their teaching than teachers in less successful schools. So, too, with leaders of successful schools. In each of our presenters, you will find a sense of reflection and inquiry and of the work still to be accomplished, in addition to a sense of the successes and progress they have each made.


Thank you.

