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December	19,	2014	
	
	
Colleagues,	
	
As	I	prepare	to	retire	and	leave	the	Department,	I	wanted	to	take	a	few	minutes	to	share	some	
thoughts	with	you.		
	
Over	the	past	5½	years	I’ve	learned	a	lot.		The	State	Board	of	Education	was	kind	enough	to	offer	
me	an	opportunity	for	which	I	will	always	be	grateful.		They	wanted	significant	change;	one	
member	instructed	me	to	“turn	it	upside	down.”		They,	like	so	many	others,	were	interested	in	
increased	accountability,	with	higher	expectations,	and	with	better	results.		They	understood	then,	
and	still	do,	that	if	Missouri’s	kids	are	to	be	competitive	in	a	global	market,	we	in	public	education	
must	step	up	our	game.		For	the	first	time,	they	articulated	a	desire	for	Missouri	to	be	among	the	
best…to	be	in	the	“Top	10	by	20.”		
	
So,	we	embarked	on	a	period	of	intense	change.		Like	any	change,	it	will	likely	be	some	time	before	
we	can	measure	the	full	effect	of	those	things	we’ve	put	in	place.		From	the	start,	the	challenges	of	
budget,	new	federal	programs,	accountability,	and	politics	have	framed	the	conversation	and	
formed	the	backdrop	of	any	and	all	action.		All	too	often	we	were	distracted	by	issues	that	kept	us	
from	work	we	wanted	desperately	to	do.		We	spent	far	too	much	time	playing	defense	and	far	too	
little	advancing	the	ball.		But	we	have	made	progress.		In	spite	of	everything,	we	have	set	the	bar	
for	what	kids	should	know	and	be	able	to	do	higher	than	ever.		We	expanded	our	accountability	
system	to	recognize	the	importance	of	career	readiness	in	addition	to	college	readiness,	and	to	
expand	the	use	of	multiple	measures	to	reflect	progress.		We	have	redefined	assessment	to	focus	
on	the	frequent	and	much	more	meaningful	measures	of	learning	that	inform	instruction.		We’ve	
initiated	new	programs	like	Pathways	to	Prosperity	which	provide	clear	connections	between	PK‐
12,	college,	and	the	work	place.		We’ve	established	a	state	model	evaluation	system	that	focuses	on	
development	and	growth,	and	higher	standards	and	measures	for	educator	preparation.		The	use	
of	technology	has	expanded	dramatically.		We	were	successful	in	passing	landmark	legislation	that	
provides	state	formula	funding	for	early	childhood	programs.		Attendance	rates	statewide	are	up,	
ACT	scores	are	up	for	the	first	time	in	over	a	decade,	and	the	graduation	rate	is	at	a	historic	high.		
We	clearly	had	some	success.		You	and	your	staff	members	should	look	back	on	this	period	of	time	
with	pride.		You've	done	a	good	job!			
	
But	we	had	failures	too.		And	it	is	these	which	can	best	inform	the	path	forward.		In	their	book,	
Whoever	Makes	the	Most	Mistakes	Wins,	Farson	and	Keyes	assert	that	“setbacks	are	necessary	
footsteps	on	the	path	to	success.”		While	we	don’t	know	everything	we	need	to	do	in	this	new	
world,	we	know	for	sure	that	the	best	way	to	fall	behind	in	a	shifting	economy	is	to	rely	on	what’s	
worked	in	the	past.		Reaching	a	goal	today	relies	on	risk‐taking,	on	innovation.		To	get	to	the	end	
goal,	both	success	and	failure	are	not	only	inevitable	they	are	necessary.		The	challenge	for		
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educators	today	is	to	take	charge	of	the	education	agenda.		No	one	and	no	group	is	better	qualified	
to	lead	efforts	to	“reform”	public	education	in	Missouri	and	in	our	country.		WE	should	be	the	
loving	critics	who	examine	our	practice,	and	reject	those	which	do	not	serve	children	well.		WE		
should	be	the	advocates	who	drive	change,	who	insist	on	great	schools	and	great	teachers	for	
every	child.		Those	who	love	and	revere	public	education	the	most	should	be	ones	to	see	its	flaws,	
to	admit	to	our	mistakes	and	to	fix	them.		It	is	more	than	our	job,	it’s	our	mission.		
	
I	am	struck	this	year	by	the	events	unfolding	around	Michael	Brown’s	death.		Most	of	you	know	
that	I	spent	close	to	30	years	of	my	career	in	North	St.	Louis	County.		The	folks	who	live	there	are	
my	friends.		Unlike	some,	I	was	not	surprised	by	the	explosion	of	emotion	that	followed	Michael’s	
death.		Racial	tension	has	always	been	a	part	of	this	community.		It	is	a	fact	that	while	the	large	
majority	of	the	population	is	black,	the	power	structure—elected	and	appointed—is	largely	white.		
Even	so,	I	know	that	the	violence	and	destruction	we	see	on	television	is	not	representative	of	the	
people	who	live,	work,	and	worship	in	North	County.		Like	us,	they,	too,	are	appalled	and	
frightened	by	the	destruction	of	their	community.		So	I	ask	you,	please	keep	them	in	your	prayers.	
	
We	can	only	hope	that	Michael’s	death	leads	us	to	long‐overdue	and	necessary	action	to	address	
the	vestiges	of	racism	and	inequality	in	our	institutions.		I	know	from	my	experience	in	North	
County	that	the	only	way	to	break	down	racial	and	socio‐economic	barriers	is	to	spend	time	
together.		Live	by,	work	by,	worship	by,	and	interact	with	folks	who	don’t	look	like	you	or	talk	like	
you.		Learn	from	each	other	about	your	differences,	and	more	importantly,	those	things	you	have	
in	common.		Try	to	develop	some	empathy	for	those	whose	life	experience	caused	them	to	be	
angry	or	resentful.		Diversity	is	and	can	be	our	country’s	greatest	strength	and	most	powerful	
resource.		And,	it	is	the	same	in	our	state.		The	constant	tug	of	war	between	urban	and	rural,	
between	large	and	small,	between	the	haves	and	the	have	nots	is	a	prescription	for	stagnation.		
Missouri	can	and	will	make	progress	when	we	all	care	about	every	child,	in	every	school,	in	every	
community	from	one	corner	of	the	state	to	another.		Whether	you	live	in	Caruthersville	or	Tarkio,	
in	Clark	County	or	McDonald	County,	we	all	want	our	children	to	get	everything	they	need	to	
succeed	in	the	21st	century.		We	have	much	more	in	common	than	we	do	differences.		
	
Thank	you	for	the	opportunity	to	work	with	you	on	behalf	of	Missouri's	kids.		I	have	enjoyed	the	
chance	to	travel	around	the	State	and	see	the	evidence	of	your	great	work	in	the	faces	of	kids	and	
in	the	communities	you	serve.		I	have	confidence	that	public	education	in	our	state	is	in	good	
hands!			
	
Best	wishes	for	a	happy	and	productive	2015!			
	

	
	


