ProfessionalDevelopment

Mentorship Through The Movies

Principals In The Movies
The visitor is welcome to use excerpts from the  book  Mentorship Through The Movies and the guided questions to better understand the profession of teaching and the real world that surrounds the life of a teacher. 

Conrack

Pat Conroy, self-proclaimed reformed racist and Viet Nam pacifist, volunteers to take a teaching job on Yamacraw Island, one of the barrier islands off the coast of South Carolina. Based on his book The Water is Wide, this film relates his experience there. Although he expects that his students will be poorly educated,

he is shocked to discover the depths of their ignorance. Since the end of the civil war, the people of Yamacraw Islands had lived in near isolation, developing their own culture and dialect. Pat Conroy (called

Conrack by his students) arrives to discover he will be teaching in a one room school, teaching a group of children mixed from age six to thirteen who have less knowledge than the average kindergarten pupil. They cannot read, write their names, count, or even name the months of the year. They have no knowledge of

the world outside Yamacraw Island, or even of the existence of the Unites States of America. Basics of western culture that most people take for granted, such as the first measure of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, are completely unknown to them. Even such life skills as bathing and swimming have been neglected. Battling an unsympathetic principal, who thinks the children can only be taught discipline, a bigoted superintendent, who is a less than genial racist himself, and the vast ignorance of his students, Conrack throws organized teaching methods out the window, and attempts what can best be described as

cultural immersion (literal immersion, as well, if one counts the scene where he taught the kids to swim by tossing them into the ocean). One day, he plays Beethoven for them; another, he takes them on a nature hike; on another, he attempts to acquaint them with a map of the country.

Conrack also wants them to experience a little bit of the outside world, so he plans an expedition to Beaufort, South Carolina to go trick-or-treating. After being denied permission from the school superintendent, Conrack takes the children anyway. This act of insubordination is what gets him fired, and after venting his displeasure up and down the streets of Beaufort (through a loudspeaker attached to his van), Conrack packs up and leaves the island..58

Mentorship Points:

1. Pat’s first “moment of panic” was when he discovered how little his

students knew, and that his teaching background did not prepare him for

this “special education situation.” What adaptations did he make and

were they successful? How do you work through “moments of panic”?

[16:00] Panic

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

2. Pat Conroy adopted a pep rally method of education at Yamacraw.

Variety was the key: sweet talk, Shakespeare, Marine Corps brutality--

anything to inflame the imagination momentarily. Comment on his

method. Create a label for your own approach and write a short

explanation describing it? Does it change by class or subject?

[21:00] Wake Up; [30:36] Subjects; [46:45] Military Style; [54:25] Swim;

[1:09:12] Another Method

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

3. It is obvious though the many personal stories that Pat tells that he is from

a vastly different culture than his students. Can a person from such a

different culture effectively teach those with such a different background?

Do we know enough about the culture of the students we teach today?

How do we learn more about the culture of the students we teach?

[23:25] Culture

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

4. In the early scenes in the film, Pat has a heated discussion with his

principal, Mrs. Scott, about how poorly the children in his class have been

educated. In the book, he went as far as to write an angry letter to the
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superintendent about the same . However, there is something to be

learned from the Japanese educational system: “postponing action for

reflection, not to avoid it.” The situation on Yamacraw did not appear

over night, nor will it disappear because of a protest of one day.

[18:20] Discussion

If you come across a situation that inspires you to impulsively act in

anger, take some time to broaden your understanding of the situation.

Save the release of emotion and formulate a plan. In the meantime, focus

on changing those items that are under your control. Are there situations

or problems in your school that you would like to change or solve? What

long term plans can you formulate to begin improving things?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

5. The precipitating reason that Pat Conroy was fired, centered on taking the

children trick-or-treating in Beaufort after being denied permission by his

superintendent. Why did he defy his superiors? Were there other

alternatives? What did he gain? [1:14:14] Original Discussion;

[1:17:40] Denied; [1:29:17] Fired

Conroy said in his book, “As it is, I have enough self respect to fertilize

Yankee Stadium, but I am not doing a thing for anybody. I could

probably still be with the Yamacraw kids had I conquered my ego.”

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Relevant quotes:

1. “Our job is not a linear job but that of working in creative chaos.” (Parker

Palmer, Courage to Teach).

2. “Make them laugh so damn hard that they don’t realize they are

learning.” (Pat Conroy, The Water is Wide).

3. “Joining them in their world we can see where we might be needed. We

also might see why we are having such a hard time getting through.”

(Patricia Hersch, A Tribe Apart ).

Notes: _________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Open-ended Worksheet

Mentorship topics not covered by the authors that I wish to discuss:

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
Goodbye Mr. Chips
Set in an English boarding school, and spanning fifty-eight years of history, goodbye mr. Chips, tells the story of Latin teacher, Charles Chipping, following his life from his first teaching experiences to his peaceful death as a much-loved educator. But as brilliant a teacher as Mr. “Chips” was later in life, his first decade teaching was none too successful. A shy and awkward young man, he was clearly knowledgeable about his subject, but ill at ease with his students. On his first day in class, his students, privileged young men of the British aristocracy, started a riot in the classroom. Charles Chipping, unable to handle such misbehavior, reacts by becoming a strict disciplinarian in class, once causing his entire class to miss an important cricket game as punishment. Ineffectively apologizing to them later on, he states that he has no wish to lose their friendship. Alas, he never had their friendship. The story then moves ten years forward in time. Although managing to impart Latin to his students through the years, he is seen only as a figure of authority, not someone to come to in trouble, or even stand and exchange a few sentences with in the street. Chips is unaware of his deficiencies and is surprised to learn that he has not been given a promotion to head of the house (dormitory), in spite of his seniority. After all, his students are well-disciplined and perform well on exams… what else is needed? It is only after he takes a walking tour in the Alps with another teacher and meets the woman whom he later marries, that Chips begins to learn how to interact with his students. Encouraged by his wife, he begins to relax with his students, to show them he has a sense of humor in the classroom, and to show them that he truly cares about their lives both in and outside of the classroom. The practice of having his students over to Sunday tea begins, and this tradition stays with Chips far after the death of his wife, in fact, far after his own retirement. He also learns when to bend the rules for his students. He gets involved in their lives, acting as not only a teacher, but also as a father figure (and later, a grandfather figure). As he lies dying, someone remarks that it was a pity he never had any children of his own, and Chips rouses himself long enough to say that of course he had children… thousands of them, and they were all boys..10 

Mentorship Points:

1. Before entering his first class, Mr. Chips is warned, “The boys are a bit

restless the first day. New masters are an exciting blood sport with them.”

The reality of this statement is played out with a tipped hat and

disruptions that create chaos. Chips’ situation results in the intervention

of the Headmaster who issues physical punishment to the boys and a

stern rebuff to Chips. [16:50]

Every teacher has a “first day experience.” How can you learn from

Chips? How can you learn from your own experiences?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

2. Brookfield School is built on traditions and rituals-- call overs, school

song, name plaques, stinkers, 4th generation students, sports victories, and

tea at Mr. Chips-- are a few of the examples that fill the movie. In most

cases, these traditions and rituals seem to be the glue that holds the school

together. At other schools, traditions are portrayed as obstacles to change.

What type of traditions and rituals exist in your school, and what are their

values? How can you create positive traditions in your classroom? [5:50]

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

3. The boys receive packages from home. Chips’ wife, Katherine, knows that

some sweets were included in the shipment. She suggests to Chips that

when he does bed check, he ignore the after-lights-out party the students

will surely be having. Taking her advice, Chips fulfills his evening check

and bends the rules by ignoring the small gathering in the dorm room

where the treats are being shared. A similar situation occurs when we

hear the song, “When I am Older.” Students are reluctantly returning to

school. They dread school but dream of grand professions “when they are

older.” One Brookfield boy is crying because he can’t take his pet to

school. Mr. Chips explains that he, too, wanted to bring a pet to

Brookfield when he was a student there. He offers to help the boy find

11

someone who takes care of students’ pets. Chips has learned to relate to

the students’ feelings and to be gentle and kind. [1:07:15]

We can put a child’s world a little more to rights if we can be flexible.

How does a new teacher develop the skills to know when to bend the

rules? If we bend them, what are the justifiable reasons?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

4. Chips and his wife open up their lives to the students beyond the

classroom. This attitude becomes a way of life for Chips even after his

wife’s untimely death. True teaching can never be limited by the rules

and regulations of a contract. Quality education deeply involves

relationships that must come from more than obligations. The ability to

become involved beyond the classroom must never be ignored, but

balanced with home, church, and community obligations. [1:03:43]

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

5. Mr. Jackson, a new history master, says to Chips, “you seem to have

found the secret,” and Chips replies, “Yes, in the end. But I didn’t find it

myself.” For Chips, the “secret” was that humor and a loving relationship

with your students are the basis for quality education. But the secret will

be slightly different for every teacher depending on personality, school

philosophy, subject, etc. Even so, Chips’ actions and words are certainly

worthy of closer examination. Knowing/loving your students, a sense of

humor, and a knowledge/love of subject will always be an important part

of every teacher’s “secret.” Like Chips, you never magically find the

secret, but must continually develop it throughout your career. [9:00]

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Relevant Quotes:

1. “Our profession is not an easy one, Mr. Chips.”

2. “You will never get old in a world that’s young.”

3. “Give a boy a sense of humor and a sense of proportion, and he’ll stand

up to anything.”

4. You’re trying to run the school like a factory.”

5. “New masters are a blood sport with lower school.”

6. “Exercise authority or find another profession.”

7. “He had, in fact, already begun to sink into that creeping dry rot of

pedagogy.”

8. “You cannot judge the importance of things by the noise they make.”

9. “It takes time to become a good teacher, and you keep becoming.”

Notes: _________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Open-ended Worksheet

Mentorship topics not covered by the authors that I wish to discuss:

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Teachers

At the beginning of the film, Kennedy High School is an inner city school at the bottom of the barrel when it comes to being fully staffed with motivated, ethical, enthusiastic teachers. In other words, it has no one to care about or speak for the students. Alex Jurel, once teacher of the year, gave up hope long ago, perhaps when his proposal for an extra remedial program was turned down several years before. Now, he barely drags his hung-over body into work four days out of five. Teachers is really Alex’s story, detailing his journey back from burnt-out teacher to an educator who is willing to fight for his students. Alex is inspired,

(or rather, challenged), to begin caring again by his former prize pupil, Lisa. The school is being sued by a student who graduated unable to read; and Lisa is the lawyer representing the case. Through Lisa’s badgering and a series of loosely connected events at the school, Alex begins to once again stand up for quality education. The biggest problem with the film is a strict delineation between “right” and

“wrong.” Most of the teachers are portrayed as caring only about their paychecks and being able to clock in an extra two hours later. The administration cares only about avoiding bad publicity and making sure they

don’t lose any money. One teacher makes his students sit with their backs to him--they spend each class period filling out dittos. Another is afraid of his students, making a disciplinary problem even worse. The worst teacher in the school gets one of his students pregnant; the best teacher is not a teacher at all, but a mental patient who has “problems with reality.” The students are portrayed as victims of an uncaring and uninspiring system. In spite of the dramatic exaggeration, the film does bring up some serious issues, including student safety, guns in the school, teaching methods, liability for learning, the role of the parents, and the need and importance of qualified substitute teachers. Taken as a whole, Teachers is overwhelming, but issue by issue, the questions the film raises make it valuable as a learning tool.

Mentorship Points:

1. Legal issues make up a large proportion of the problems faced by the

characters in this film. The school is being sued because a graduate can

not read. Alex is threatened with dismissal because he drove a student to
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get an abortion. The police have the authority to search lockers on an

anonymous drug tip.

All teachers should know the basic legal relationships involved in their job

-- contacts, faculty handbook, student handbook, etc.; workshops should

be provided for current “hot issues.” Teachers should not live in fear of

legal action. [14:28] Graduate Sues; [40:15] Alex; [50:45] Lockers

How do you imagine that our current “ sue or be sued” society will

impact your life as a teacher?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

2. The “Calvin Case”… a student graduated Kennedy High School unable to

read. Now, he is suing. All of his teachers passed him on to the next

grade, and even the principal does not remember his ever having been

enrolled in the school. Perhaps Alex’s long dead remedial program could

have helped him, but it was never put into being. [14:28] Calvin Case

So what should a teacher do when faced with students who are failing

your course? Should you bend and pass them on because it is easier? Or

should you fail them, even if it forces them to retake the class or prevents

them from graduating? What can you do to avoid putting yourself in this

situation to begin with?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

3. Teachers demonstrates several very different teaching styles: Alex, the

burnout, who uses humor and teaches radiator repair because the

radiator happens to be broken; Ditto, who makes his students sit with

their backs to him and fill out ditto sheets every day; Rosenberg, who does

not respect the students he yells at daily, and, in fact, is a bit afraid of
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them; and Herbert, the psychiatric outpatient, who loves playing the

teacher and reenacting history as a teaching tool. [27:21] Alex;

[45:28] Ditto; [50:45] Rosenberg; [56:45] Herbert

Kids raised on computers, MTV, and video games can be difficult to

engage no matter how valuable the knowledge. It takes patience,

creativity, and perhaps even a few crazy ideas just to pique the student’s

interests.

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

4. The school board and administration want to suppress information that

could create bad publicity for Kennedy High School: the stabbing, the

biting, the school psychologist’s mental problems, and the Calvin Case, to

name a few. [1:21] About Cases

Getting out the good publicity is as important as knowing how to handle

bad publicity. How does your school handle positive and negative

situations? You should know who is the spokesperson for your school.

Use them as resources when you have positive and negative publicity, and

avoid direct conversation with the press until you get a few years of

experience under your belt. Try to provide those responsible for publicity

with as much information as possible.

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

5. Because the school psychologist is out (with a nervous breakdown), Alex

is chosen to be a counselor for one student, Eddie Palickien. At a

conference, Eddie’s mother brings a lawyer who is only interested in

making sure the school keeps the ex-husband away from the boy. Alex

wants to talk to Mrs. Palickien about Eddie’s class schedule, trying to get

approval to add a class to help him learn to read. He asks her, “Don’t you

care about your son’s education?” Her response is, “Isn’t that your job,

Mr. Jarel?” [1:05] Conference
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Many times, a teacher will be faced with parents who believe it is the

school’s job to raise their children for them. Sometimes a teacher is the

only means by which a child may learn perseverance, courage, thinking

skills, behavior, and survival methods.

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

6. A young man is stabbed, but refuses to tell the administration who

harmed him. Most students have an unwritten “Code of Silence.” The

more students trust you, the more they will be willing to break codes of

silence and other unwritten rules. [1:17] Violence

How strong is the code in your school and what other rules govern

interaction between students and teachers?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

7. Bob Rosenberg is forced to continue teaching a young man who

physically attacked him (bit his hand). [47:45] The Return

Teachers are frequently faced with the return of “the student” after

disciplinary action. The mere existence of certain students may cause a

person to feel uneasy or even physically threatened. Be aware that the

more you give in, the more a student will take.

Simply talking to veterans about the situation and your feelings will help.

It is the administration’s job to deal with major discipline situations. If

you are uncomfortable, request some form of electronic communication

with the office.

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

24

8. The atmosphere in the Teacher’s Lounge at JFK was extremely negative.

From union disputes to petty backbiting about boring classes, it was not a

supportive environment. [28:43] The Lounge

Part of learning to teach is in the interaction between other teachers, and

the teacher’s lounge is an important place to learn. Within time, you will

be able to identify the negative people and learn to ignore their

complaints. The teacher’s lounge is a place to let off steam and frustration:

much said within the walls is not a long-term philosophy but momentary

expressions of mood.

How can you contribute to a more positive atmosphere in the Teacher’s

Lounge?

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

9. Alex is trying to motivate Eddie to want to learn. He gives a class

assignment, “what’s wrong with this school,” and tells Eddie that he can

use any method to answer that question without fear of reprisal. But in

another situation, he gives the boy no options at all, telling Eddie that he

has no choice but to attend remedial class. [1:28] Alex & Eddie

Working with difficult kids is always a challenge. Different options work

for different kids, and sometimes a multiplicity of strategies for the same

kid is what is necessary. Flexibility is the new “F” word for a teacher to

learn.

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

10. The overall theme of Teachers seems to be that one person really can make

a difference. Unlike the movies, though, sometimes your efforts will not

show up until many years later. You may not know about your success,

and the recipient may not even realize their success came from your
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efforts. Success may not always come exactly how we want it in a student,

but it will be a success. When you know you’ve succeeded, savor the

results! There will be failures; sometimes there are problems that are

beyond your reach...or just too many problems. Theme

Keep in mind that most success comes through personal interaction.

Reaction: ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Relevant Quotes:

1. “I’m a teacher.”

2. “Let’s go be cowboys!”

3. “They aren’t here for us. We’re here for them. The school was built for

the kids.”

Notes: _________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Open-ended Worksheet

Mentorship topics not covered by the authors that I wish to discuss:

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Though only is the beginning stage, the two review movies provide a method of reflection on the position of principal.  Visitors are welcome to contribute similar reviews of other principals in the movies.  

RADIO            PRINCIPAL MRS. DANIELS
     Though seldom mentioned in the reviews, Principal Daniels provides a practical review of educational leadership.  A female, Afro-American as principal in a school of over 1,000 students with no apparent administrative help other than an AD  in the mid 70’s south is a statement to leadership before her character begins to develop.  Obviously she was able to see herself beyond the numerous stereotypes that limited many at that time and still have affect today.  This trait becomes central to the movie as she is also able to see beyond the stereotype of mental retardation at the time and back a form of full inclusion that would not come for years.  Her insight into people will allow her to bypass the “jock” image of a football coach and back his work with Radio and will even let her see beyond the stereotype of Mr. Clay and though not agree with him understand that some of his points were valid.  Though many of her positives will unfold the ability to see the potential of herself and others is one of the key leadership components that makes the story of Radio possible.

Chapter 5  Principal Daniels is obviously aware of the violent harassment of Radio by members of the football team.  Through a simple conversation at lunch she quizzes coach to confirm that discipline would occur.  His comment on her request for an informal conversation “Has anyone ever refused” indicates a positive relationship with a respect for both the person and the position.  Mrs. Daniels walks away without any other information other than coach’s assurance that it will be handled.  Trusting that a white football coach will adequately discipline several of his primary players for harassing an non student black youth is a confirmation that she knew her staff.  A second key to academic leadership is knowing everyone in your building and that occurs in many ways all of which take time.

Chapter 14  Leaders do not always have all the answers but they must be good at asking the right questions.  Principal Daniels provides a reality check for Coach Jones by asking some prying questions.  The answers may not yet be apparent but the questions set some sobering realities to the situation of coach’s relationship with Radio. 

. Is the inclusion of Radio a positive or is he being used as a Mascot?

. Do they really have enough knowledge about Radio’s problems to insure school safety.

Her questions also introduce a leadership trait in that the discussion of unintended results begins.  This will be one of the central themes of the movie.  Leaders must be able to look at situations and project possible results that those under their leadership might not be able to comprehend.

After asking the tough questions, she accepts Coach’s “lack of plan” and still confirms her confidence in the employee.  He has an idea but not all the details yet she provides support.

Chapter 17  One of the reasons that many administrative leaders feel isolated is introduced in this chapter.  Daniels continues to allow the increasing inclusion of Radio into the daily fabric to the school but she also senses that Coach may be doing so at the expense of the team.  At this point she supports by saying that Radio must be “With you all the time”  but begins to see that her friendship with coach might blind her to doing the best for the total school which she will begin to express and deal with in the remainder of the movie.  Leadership is a lonely place and one must constantly evaluate relationships and their effect on leadership.

Chapter 18  Mr. Tucker from the Board Office visits Daniels and Coach Jones to review the presence of Radio in the school.  Principal Jones allows Coach some freedom in the meeting but controls the situation in a positive manner.  Her stance in backing coach is a leadrship trait that must be evaluated in its context.  Today the Radio’s of the world walk the halls of every school and are considered equal to every student.  In the mid seventies this was not true and Radio was not really even a student.  Despite showing an understanding of Tucker’s task, Daniels clearly oversees the meeting to a conclusion that continues Radio’s involvement in the school.  Leaders must take difficult stands in many ways, they are the ones who understand the culture of the school and must defend new ideas before they become popular.  Once Tucker is gone she again asks the difficult leadership questions.  “What are we doing” note the we.  Also she lets coach know that Radio is costing her.  She will continue to back him  without a real plan but she makes him realize that the idea is costing her.  If the work is to be we, leaders must keep others aware of the total situation and help them understand that their cause is not the only one out there.  Helping them see the big picture is a necessary trait for leaders.

Chapter 20  Radio is allowed to make announcements over the intercom.  In an indirect manner, principal Daniels is announcing that Radio is to be accepted into the entire school.  Though she has not spoken, she has made a leadership statement. Good leaders realize that they can speak in many ways through the budget, their presence , handbooks etc.  They understand this “non verbal” communication and use it to lead.

Chapter 21   Coach Jones confronts the star basketball player Johnny Clay, son of the token racist about sending Radio into the girls locker room.  As AD he informs Clay that he will not play in the upcoming important West Side game.  Principal Daniels happens along in the middle of their heated discussion and quickly sends the message that Coach’s word is law.  Being supportive of your teachers discipline is extremely important.  As she will, differences can be discussed later but a united front will be displayed to the student.  When they return to her office, damage control begins and we see Daniels as person with control and a plan.  She personally calls all the parents of the girls who were in the dressing room conveying a atmosphere of control.  We can be sure that not everyone was happy.  Again, she begins to ask the right question.  “Who made him do it” coach’s focus but more importantly “he did it” .   Coach has to recognize the bigger problem.    “Where is this going” and “ I’m under a microscope” clearly indicate to coach that doing the right thing is not enough.  She wants to support him but the costs are high.  Keeping others  informed of our thoughts is important as a leader.  Knowing that no matter how good an individual idea might be, the costs to you and the school might be too high.  Difficult to do but almost always necessary in leaders at times.  These are the times when leaders must have a clear sense of personal and school mission.  

Chapter 23  Radio becomes violent after the death of his mother and this gives Mr. Clay the opening to attack Coach Jones through the “Radio Issue”  Mr. Tucker from the Board arrives to voice these new concerns and Daniels sends an unprepared Coach to the meeting without her.  This is one of the most questionable and difficult of her decisions in the process.  A leader must stand at the center of the storm, they are the people trained to handle the situations and should not allow others to become consumed by the politics of any given situation.  In this case she backs away and in a sense says to Coach that he can continue his crusade but without her.  She hasn’t pulled the plug and still thinks “it is the right thing” but the costs are to high.  It is a compromise but one that removes her from the center and compromises her leadership.  

Chapter 25  This should be the favorite of any administrator.  You are on duty at the game and a parent corners you to make a point.  As the scene shows, coach Jones interprets this as a sell out and walks away saying  indicating that the Principal has sold him out.  Regardless of what was said, all leaders must follow the golden rule of “issue meetings’  .  They are to occur at the time, place and location of your choice.  Deviation from this point is a recipe for disaster.  Coach may have jumped the gun but his actions reinforce the concept of controlling the meeting.  

Chapter 26   The Barber Shop scene is one of the most difficult to understand from the leadership view.  To the typical movie critic, Daniels is selling coach out and he becomes the hero by resigning because he wants more time with his family and Radio.  A closer look provides an excellent example of leadership in a small community.  It is obvious that this is not a lynch mob similar to the scene in Hoosiers.  It is a gathering of concerned citizens with one “culprit” and Daniels has chosen a way to deal with the local community.  Far too many see leaders a problem solvers.  Take the data, make a clear decision and create a specific path forward.  Daniels had enough foresight to understand that she was dealing with a dilemma.  Radio was good for the school yet safety concerns were viable.  Coach was doing the right thing but had neglected his coaching.  The issue was becoming consuming to the expense of the overall operation of the school.  Though not a win/win statement her call to find a solution with the least damage to all clearly indicates that she realized the difference between a problem and a dilemma.  Coach’s resignation solved his problem but Principal Daniels faced many unanswered concerns.

Chapter 27   By the time of graduation, Daniels realizes that the essence of the problem went away with coach’s resignation.  Having let the issue settle for a while she picks the perfect time to announce a life long support of Radio during the graduation ceremony(everyone goes home for 3 months).  He is to graduate and then return to school and stay as long as he desires.  Though not everything went in a perfect manner, Daniels managed a difficult situation and brought about results that benefited  individuals, the school and community.  Without her leadership shills, the story of Radio would not have happened.

Summary Of Leadership Traits

. Ability to break through stereotypes

. Providing Reality Checks/Asking The Right Questions

. Identify Unintended Consequences

. Staying at the Center

. Big Picture Thinking

. Using The Dilemma Framework

. Control The Time Place And Location

. Know Your Staff

Guided Questions/Activities

.  Identify any difficult situation in your educational area and build a list of critical questions.  

. What could you do to build your knowledge base concerning your staff?

. What “Indirect Statements” did you make in the last week?  How could you address an upcoming concern through indirect statements?

. What are some of the stereotypes that affect your leadership today?  How can you break through them to find the individual talents they hide?

.  Identify the difference between a problem and a dilemma in your school.

. How would the advice to control time place and location help you and your teachers?

. Apply the idea of “Staying In the Center” to a recent issue or dilemma.  How well do you follow this principle?

.  How would you present the idea of Unintended Consequences in a staff development session?

. Big Picture Thinking.  How could you expand the use of Radio as a teaching/learning tool to other areas of your school.

Mr. Holland’s Opus: Two For One 

"In the life of every student there is a great teacher. In the life of every teacher there is a great principal." 

This movie offers two different views of administrative leadership. Holland’s first principal, a woman leader in the mid- sixties, is, on the surface, a breaker of stereotypes and seen by most as a quality principal. Gene Walters, on the other, hand is a stereotype principal and depicted by most as a negative leader. A closer look will indicate that both have traits that promote quality leadership and both have accompanying weaknesses that cause them problems throughout the movie.

Most of those who leave teaching do so within the first three years. Holland stated that he was going to try it for four years and build up his finances. Most young teachers come to us with a desire to be teachers. Holland came only with a love of music and a desire to make a few bucks. Helen Jacobs took this raw material and helped form it into a quality teacher.  She gave him the direction that allowed him to turn a passion for music into a passion to teach music in all its forms.  As leaders we can examine her educational leadership by examining traits, but we must also create in our minds a picture of how she helped build a teacher. It is one of the most important aspects of educational leadership.

In Chapter 2, Helen Jacobs meets befuddled Mr. Holland in the hall on the first day of school as he searches to find his classroom. A short conversation that follows that sets the tone for the movie and indicates success and failures of leadership. When she questions Holland about being excited, his answer clearly expresses the idea that he is only teaching because other things didn’t work out. "Like most I chose teaching as a fall-back position and never expected to be here." Jacobs responds, " I don’t think of it as a fall-back position," and " I grow nervous around people who do". She candidly reminds him of his duty as a student advisor, and tells him that she wants to see his lesson plans for the next two months.

Hiring the right people and explaining the expectations that you have for them is a critical issue for educational leaders. Obviously, Jacobs "missed the boat" on this one. She admits to hiring him, yet look at what she hired. He had been out of college for 10 years working as a roadhouse musician. As we will see in later scenes, he is a "wise ass." (What is lacking at the football games – Touchdowns) He almost breaks one of the unforgivable rules (Rowena), and he can’t accept special education children (His son Cole). He never takes time to come to the school prior to the first day, and his early scenes indicate that he hasn’t put a lot of thought into preparation. Different times and locations cause the pool of applicants to be minimal, but Jacobs appears to have chosen Mr. Holland unwisely. There should have been an entire stack of red flags during his interview. 

Obviously, Jacobs recognizes her mistake and starts the leadership process of trying to build a quality teacher. Though not mentioned again in the movie, the assignment of advising students is a great idea for beginning teachers, as there is no quicker way to draw teachers into their profession than interaction with students. The statement that she wants lesson plans for both September and October is a clear statement that Holland needs to get involved in the profession, and that she will be watching his progress closely.

This scene also displays two additional leadership qualities. Jacobs finds Holland in the hall. She is not in her office covered with paper work but is out and about on one of those times when principals need to be visible. Prior planning allows her to be in the halls. Also, one might appreciate her 3rd eye. While talking to Holland she is able to notice and correct two students for PDA ("not a drive-in") and never skip a beat with the interaction she is having with Mr. Holland. Top leaders can work through one situation and correct or file data for action without losing their concentration. 

In Chapter  6, Jacobs and Holland have another one of their hall exchanges. She informs Holland that she needs him to work on the textbook committee, and he takes evasive actions to try to avoid the situation. This brings Jacobs to a teaching moment, and she does a great job. She indicates that he sprints out of school after the final bell faster than the students, and sarcastically indicates that he should be the track coach. This conversation indicates that she has been watching him for the last three-to-four months. Her final words contain quality advice: " A teacher has two jobs, fill young minds with knowledge, yes, but more importantly, give those minds a compass so that the knowledge doesn’t go to waste. I don’t know what you are doing with the knowledge, but as a compass you are stuck."

A quality leader keeps an eye on problem areas, and Jacobs knows that Holland has not turned the corner in the first months of school. The text committee is an attempt to draw him into another aspect of teaching as she helps him try to find himself. The lecture is clear. You have to have a clear mission and you don’t. Jacobs has a mission and one can see that she models it in all aspects. Holland has a love of music and no idea what to do with it. 

Her leadership would have soared at this point if she had suggested some ideas for development that might have helped him fix the compass. If his wife had not advised him in frustration, "To try something else," he might have just kept trying more of the same. The fact that she did not provide direction comes back to bite her in a later scene when she is forced with to deal with his use of Rock and Roll as to motivate his students.

IN Chapter Seven, Assistant principal Walters reports Holland for introducing Rock and Roll into his classroom, and he is summoned to a meeting with Walters and Jacobs. Since this was the 60’s, and curriculum was more under the control of the teacher, we can let this go as a historical allowance. The line "I never interfere in the curriculum of a teacher" wouldn’t fit today’s reforms. As a leader she is ready to back a then revolutionary idea to both Walters and the Board if Holland supplies enough reason. His answer indicates that he is becoming a teacher, and thus, she will back his progress. Her backing will have consequences, but the overall growth of Holland is worth her efforts. 

The same scene shows another leadership trait, timing or the ability to "slide one in" as directly after backing her teacher, she brings up the idea of his becoming the band director. Holland is in a situation that would make saying no very difficult. She created the old win/win situation without Holland really knowing what happened.

In Chapter 14, at graduation, Jacobs announces to Holland that she is retiring and presents him with a compass, and tells him that he was her favorite. The scene presents one of the most difficult aspects of leadership in building staff. In the scene she walks by Bill Miester(Coach) who is undoubtedly one of the best teachers in the movie, yet Jacobs has no interaction with him and gives her attention to Holland. As leaders, we must realize that we have limited time and must give our attention to those who need it most and will benefit from it. This does not mean that we ignore the good teachers, but we are often blessed with many educators who simply will do great on their own. They need a pat on the back, some recognition, and little direction. There are those who we must write off for another day, and then those who will grow under our sun. Jacobs focused on Holland and helped direct him to finding his compass. Her use of precious time was done wisely. He wasn’t her best t teacher, but he was the most effective use of her time. 

Gene Walters, the stereotype villain principal, is really not a bad guy. If you get by his lack of charisma, there is a lot to learn about being and administrator.

In Chapter 3, as assistant principal he checks the length of the skirts of two girls in the cafeteria and takes them to the office for a dress code violation. Holland, observing this in the background, expressed a facial dislike for the action. The man is doing his job and enforcing one of the most difficult rules in schools over the last 50 years. As the movie progresses and different dress styles of dress are shown, the importance of Walters’s actions is emphasized. He enforced the rules as they were written. A leader might have more tact, but Walters had the guts and conviction to enforce what was written.

In Chapter 14, though Walters is seen as a villain, it is his job at the faculty meeting to cut costs in a difficult financial time in education. Experience tells us that understanding finances is a difficult situation for any leader. At the meeting Walters holds his point on money but is open to other suggestions especially those of Coach Miester. The play goes on to be a success, and the school makes money. Leadership achieved the stated goal by allowing input.

In Chapter 21, we find one of the most emotionally charged scenes in the movie. ”Bad principal” Walters informs “ good teacher” Holland that the music program is being eliminated next term.  As a leader Walters shines. First, he has a clear mission defined by the value of math writing and science over fine arts. Like it or not, he makes a difficult decision based on philosophy and surely not on the "out of line" cut thrown by Holland that indicated his eliminating the music program was a personal attack on Holland that has festered for 30 years (another indication of Holland’s ego problem). Second, he did not move into the anger mode under personal attack and compares well with the actions of Jacobs. He remained professional under fire. Third, though Holland thought he should, Walters was not going to spend time fighting losing battles as was evident at the Board Meeting. There might be value in this idea at times, but leadership calls for not wasting a lot of effort in losing causes and recognizing which battles are already lost.

 
 
 
 
Leadership Points

. Hiring Quality People

. Having the Third Eye

. Recognizing and Correcting Mistakes

. Forming Young Teachers

. Having a Mission/Compass

. Working Where Your Are Needed and Effective

. Enforcing Mundane Rules

. Being Open to Alternate Solutions

. Remaining Professional Under Fire

. Knowing Which Battles to Fight

 
Reflection Questions

. What are you doing to support the young teachers in your building during their critical early years?

. Have you made any recent mistakes, and how have you handled or failed to handle them?

. List several "teachable moments" you have had with staff this year. Examine your success or failure to use these situations profitably.

. Are you fighting any useless battles? Are you failing to fight any necessary ones? Are there some that you fight just because making a statement is necessary to staff and students?

. How are you doing in those attack situations that test your professionalism? Review the last three.

. How is your 3rd eye?

. What are your hiring procedures? How could you improve them?

.
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