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Foreword

  

  There have been few times in history when we have needed humor more than we do today. And nowhere is this more true than in the field of education. As education is pulled this way and that, the humorist’s role helps maintain perspective on a life that seems to be spinning out of control. Educators who have lived through a career filled with educational reforms du jour (French for “with sauce”) are now expected to be technology experts as well as masters of their subject areas. Many long for the old days when a hard drive was a forty-minute commute, not a place to lose word processor files. And, in these times of rapid change, young people are gaining mastery of the Internet and exploring topics that reach far beyond the scope of the teacher’s task for the year. Who among us has not marveled at the ability of an art history student to create a fifty-thousand word monograph on the origins of black velvet art? The mind boggles.

  When I was asked to write a few words to introduce this volume, I was flattered. Yes, it is true that I am a well-known public speaker, author, and (with Lou) a bluesman of ill-repute—in fact it has been said that my talent runs the gamut from A to C.

  But enough about me.

  The volume you hold in your hand contains nuggets—pellets, even—of wisdom scattered throughout, all presented with tongue planted firmly in cheek. Now for Lou to have written eloquent humor on the topic of education is a much harder task than, for example, writing something funny about Chicago politics. But he has forged ahead in his quest to bring at least a smile, if not outright guffaws to his audience. After all, what is so funny about education? Is it funny that your great-grandparents could walk into a classroom today and recognize exactly where they were? Is it funny that we design schools without actively engaging student opinion on how they should be set up? Is it funny that the political leaders who call for more stringent testing are unwilling to take the very tests they propose for our youth? Is it funny that a large state adopted a new science textbook that misidentified the phases of the moon?

  Well yes, actually, it is hysterical.

  A wise man once said, “If you can keep your head while those around you are losing theirs, perhaps you don’t understand the situation.” The situation in education today is one in which we need, if not to lose our heads, to shake them joyously in laughter.

  Your author, Lou Fournier, has accepted the challenge to cast education’s foibles onto a well-lit stage where we can chuckle (and chortle, if so inclined) while acknowledging the underlying truth—a truth we can then choose to address in more serious terms once we have put it in perspective.

  Lou has firmly placed one foot in the pragmatic world of today, while with the other he salutes a future view of education where teachers and students are treated with respect, and all learners achieve to the best of their abilities. He does this through the medium of humor, and you are in for a genuine treat.

  Enjoy.

  David D. Thornburg, Ph.D.

  Director, Thornburg Center

  Lake Barrington, Illinois


   

  Dog Days of Leadership

  I was contemplating the need for leadership in my school just the other day, when I chanced to observe my fierce, take-no-prisoners Doberman, Fluffy, as he chased a car down the road. I felt an obscure yet possibly significant parallel between leadership and dogs chasing cars gently rising to the surface of my mind. I decided to speak with Fluffy about his strange habit.

  “Fluffy!” I called as he was returning from an assault on a sports car. “Come here and drop that rear axle right now.” The axle rang like wind-chimes down the street, and Fluffy playfully approached me.

  “Now, Fluffy, it comes to me that your car chasing may hold a clue to valuable qualities in innovative leadership. But to discern it fully, I must ask: Why, Fluffy, why? Why do you chase cars? Is it a visceral response to some powerful, ancient drive to achieve? Is it a manifestation of your need to excel? Does it reveal your disdain for the ordinary? Is it a call to greatness as only dogs may know it? And do you have the remotest idea what you would do with a car if you caught all of it?”

  Fluffy responded in that Zen-like, inscrutable way of his by trying to eat my shoes. I got them off my feet in the nick of time and left his presence to further contemplate his sagacity.

  [image: image]

  I, of course, was a recognized leader in my school. Many of the other teachers and several of my students could greet me by name, if pressed. You don’t teach classes like creative thinking and life metaphors in X-Box without gathering a little acclaim. So I was the natural choice to conduct a scholarly research of leadership qualities with a view towards bringing in some new top talent to our institution.

  I decided to establish a leadership institute at the school. I would make it open to everyone who demonstrated the ideal qualities of leadership in education for the 21st century. I placed ads for leaders in the newspaper and monitored the responses, from initial letters right through the final interviewing process.

  Within days of placing the ads, I had hundreds of responses. I began with a thorough screening process of the letters. I tossed any that began with the salutations “Yo,” “Dude,” and “Dear Sentient Being.” I narrowed my candidates down to a handful and arranged interviews. Some were most telling.

  “So tell me,” I asked one candidate, “if we choose you, how long would you stay with us?”

  “I don’t know,” he answered. “How late are you open?”

  “You do understand, this is a school, a place of learning, not a business. As a leader, you would be expected to be here as long as required to ensure the proper functioning of the institution.”

  “Hey, no problem. That was my policy at my last institution, until I was released for good behavior.”

  “Can you give me both a financial and a personal reference?”

  “Sure. My bookie and my parole officer.”

  “Would you describe a time when your work was criticized?”

  “No.”

  “Can you tell me about any special awards you’ve received?”

  “I have been informed that I may already be a winner in several national sweepstakes.”

  “What features of your previous job have you disliked?”

  “Having to produce results, the requirement to put in a certain amount of time and responsibility.”

  “What are your short-range goals?”

  “I dunno. Grab a bite to eat, catch a movie.”

  “Why do you feel you have top management potential?”

  “I don’t think ‘Dilbert’ is funny.”

  After exhaustive and lengthy interviews, I chose several candidates for my new leadership institute. They included a woman who wrote a compelling essay on the exigencies of new leadership; a gentleman who swore that he, once a professional wrestler, had become state superintendent of education in his state; and Fluffy, who, frankly, interviewed best.

  We had our first institute planning session soon thereafter. Our immediate agenda was adoption of a leadership mission statement, one that I insisted must ignite the imagination and serve as a call to action for leaders everywhere.

  “I think we must begin with defining a good school leader,” the woman said. “This must be someone well-versed in people skills yet fully fluent in the technologies that are changing the world. Someone unafraid to take risks that could bring the best changes. Someone ready to push back the boundaries of seclusion and ordinariness.”

  “Excellent,” I agreed.

  “Yet we must also reach out to those around us,” the former pro wrestler added.

  “So we can include them in the all-important issues facing education?” I asked.

  “Well, yeah, that too, I suppose. I was thinking more so we can tag our teammates, and they can jump into the ring and throw those pesky education issues to the mat like they were Gorgo the Hideous.”

  “I see.”

  “Woof,” added Fluffy, while chewing on a brake pad.

  “Well put,” I concurred. “Let’s discuss direction next. Where do we feel leadership must go in the coming century?”

  “Clearly it must address the growing concerns of an increasingly diverse population,” the woman said, “ensuring the rights of all to a comprehensive and rewarding education.”

  “Absolutely,” I said.

  “And it must look to new boundaries,” the wrestler added.

  “So as to embrace the stark new realities of the future?” I inquired.

  “Well, yeah, that too. I was thinking more of seating in classrooms. You know how in the ring the people up in those cheap seats can barely see you when you drop-kick an opponent? We can’t have kids in the back seats of our classrooms missing out on all that hot action up front.”

  “I’d never looked at it from that point of view,” I confessed.

  “Arf,” commented Fluffy, who then abruptly leapt through the window after a passing car. The window was not open at the time, so the noise really startled us. As I watched Fluffy charge an elderly Saab, it suddenly became clear to me how it was that dogs chasing cars is like leadership. The realization of the moment crystallized soon after, as Fluffy dragged the Saab back to the schoolyard and shook it like a rag doll, depositing the driver, surprised but unhurt, on the ground.

  “Fluffy!” I cried in amazement and admiration. “You finally caught a car!”

  Fluffy seemed confused at this accomplishment. His greatest triumph was at hand, yet now he could only distract himself by trying to lick the Saab’s hubcaps until they shined with slobber. I could see the existential crisis in his eyes as he then chased the driver up the school flagpole.

  A leader’s quest, Fluffy was telling me, can never be reached. It is the pursuit of the impossible, the reaching of one goal only to be faced with the challenge of a new one.

  Atta boy, Fluffy.


   

  Get the Third Degree From EIT

  “Degrees! Degrees! Getchyer red-hot degrees!” How many times have you heard that cry from the degree vendor at the mall, ballpark, or street corner? If you’re like most people, probably never. Well, here at the Elvis Institute of Technology (EIT) we’re prouder than pigs in fresh slop to tell you that, finally, you can get your own advanced time-share degree!

  Hi, I’m Dr. Elvis, Ph.D., L.C.D., R.S.V.P. Right now you’re asking yourself, “But Dr. Elvis, what exactly is an advanced time-share degree?” Now, the advanced time-share degree is a concept that we’ve licensed from its originator, Dr. David Thornburg. One day he was approached to do a project on polysyllabic pseudoerudition, and he said to himself, “If only I also had a Ph.D. in that area!” Then the idea hit him: Why not issue Ph.D.s that can be quickly obtained, very affordable and time-shared, like condos? He floated the idea around the academic community where it got a boisterous reception; nonetheless he continued to refine the concept.

  We’d met a few times socially and he knew my renown for bold entrepreneurial enterprises—my first major success was starting the First Church of the Astral Pastor as a combination church and laundromat. I was thunderstruck by his plan and the details he added to it, many of which are recounted in this piece. Our first planning meetings were small, rowdy gatherings down at our local pub, The Jolly Doofus. Within days, we’d launched the Elvis Institute of Technology, and within weeks we were issuing Ph.D.s in a plethora of subject areas, with recipients able to enjoy successes beyond their most reckless reckonings. Now a person with a Ph.D. in one field who needed a degree in another just for a short project, could find an EIT graduate with exactly that degree and use it just for that time, while the other graduate could time-share the first person’s degree at the same time. And all EIT degrees are absolutely free! I know what you’re thinking: How come no one thought of this before? Some ideas are simply destined to await their proper time, I suppose.

  You can also add lots of new letters after your name with EIT, since we offer degrees in areas too adventurous for more timid institutions. Take the letters after my name. “L.C.D.” is “Licensed Competent Dude,” which, you’ll have to admit, sounds pretty impressive and covers a lot of ground. “R.S.V.P.” is “Righteous Super Visionary Person,” and I can’t begin to tell you how many free dinners that’s gotten me.

  And only EIT offers degrees in both Celsius and Fahrenheit. Our forward-thinking curricula include our patented 360 Degrees (a degree for each day of the year, minus religious holidays), the Turn-Yourself-Around package (180 degrees, sung to the tune of the “Hokey Pokey”), and our acclaimed Third Degree, one so esoteric I cannot describe it without inducing a state of profound awe and/or slumber.

  Now, say you want a degree in letters. Most educational institutions won’t even let you choose which letters you want. Not EIT. Here you can choose consonants or vowels or, for a special package price, a combination of both. Punctuation, understandably, is extra. For an additional modest fee, we’ll even run a spell check.

  Ever since Dr. Thornburg announced the initiation of the EIT time-share degree program earlier this year, the response has been overwhelming. Just yesterday a letter poured in. The phone has rarely left the hook. Clearly this is a program destined to impact tens of people.
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  Testimonials about the EIT program have been coerced from several prominent educators. Take this one, from a magazine editor, who said of EIT, “It’s cool! After receiving my R.E.M. degree [Respected Editorial Mogul], my rise to the top was nothing less than coincidental!” A notorious professorial nerdette wrote in, saying, “The EIT degree I acquired just last week has already brought me more junk mail than I ever dreamed possible.” Yesterday, I asked a checkout clerk at my local computer superstore what he thought of his EIT degree. “I keep it taped to my register,” he said. “It’s a real babe magnet.”

  You may wonder how EIT makes money, since our degrees are free. One of our revenue models involves our deep regard for personal security issues. We want to make it very easy to protect your identity once you acquire a degree from us. Our Universal Confidentiality Agreement gives you the peace of mind of knowing that no one will ever hear of your association with EIT, and it comes with a very affordable monthly payment plan.

  Let’s face it, in education, real leaders with real innovation are made, not born. That’s why the EIT Fast-Track Leadership Authority Program (F.L.A.P.) was created. F.L.A.P. leaders stand out in their fields, like cows. Why surf the Net when you can graze it? Remember that it’s a tough, competitive world out there, with as many as three applicants for every 10 open administrative positions. You’ll be glad you had the extra edge from the letters F.L.A.P. after your name.

  Technologically, EIT is cutting edge. All our courses are entirely online; students never have to come to our offices, which you’ll find especially helpful since we tend to change our address a lot. We’re planning to hook up with state lottery outlets, so that we’ll always have access to a broadband connection, even if the school right next door can’t get one.

  We at EIT know that you made it all the way through undergrad school without having to read, and we’re darned if we’re going to place unreasonable demands on you now. We give you a break. You don’t have to read one book to get your EIT degree. You just have to buy the books through our online bookstore. We start you off with a comfortable minimum of $100 worth of titles. Graduation automatically gets you a membership in the EIT Book Club, which conveniently sends you a new title every month, whether you return those cards declining the selections or not. You can review new books free for 30 days before being automatically charged for them. Recent hit selections include “I Was a Teenage Techie,” “The Name’s Bond—School Bond,” and the chart-topping “Aligning Your Students’ Bodily Functions to State Standards.”

  We’re proud of EIT and its many profit centers. Our school motto, “Learnum est facil,” pretty much says it all. We’ve come a long way since our first degrees. The respect EIT graduates have earned is the envy of none! Come, get degreed with EIT!


   

  Quantum Connections and the Flea Market School

  Rummaging for a Hallmark of Great Leadership

  I was out in the great Midwest, just north of the lesser one, over the Easter holiday this year. After a delightful dinner, the conversation turned, as after-dinner conversations are wont to do, to the topic of Elvis and ferrets.

  This is actually true.

  My new friends Ed and Leslie started it. (How can you not instantly befriend people who partake in a conversation about Elvis and ferrets?) Well, strictly speaking, I kicked things off with Elvis by talking about the fact that the renowned Elvis Institute of Technology had recently added some exciting new professional development programs to its Time-Share Ph.D. program. But they got on ferrets. Really. I’m darned if I remember how. But at one point, the conversation went something like this:

  “So, Lou, what exactly do you know about Elvis and ferrets?” Ed inquired.

  “I can’t say I know much about the two together,” I remarked.

  “That’s OK,” Ed said understandingly. “Start with anything you know about either one.”

  “Well, ferrets are little animals that look like thick spaghetti with fur and eyes.”

  “That’s good,” said Leslie. “Do you mind if I use that?”

  “Where?”

  Leslie, as it turns out, heads the library at a mighty and respected university, and she’s always getting asked questions like, “What’s a ferret?” And that’s the connection between Elvis/ferrets and education, as you were doubtless wondering.

  It may seem that I digress from my main topic. I can do that. I’m anointed by my publisher to write funny. As we will shortly see, however, this very act of digression is itself quite germane to my point of discussion today. I’ll get back to that in a moment, if I feel like it. But now, watch closely as I transition with astonishing literary grace from Elvitic ferrets to my main topic.

  Did you know that Elvis once thought seriously of adding ferrets to his act? The union wouldn’t let him; otherwise he would’ve forged a bold new path, musical leader and innovator that he was, into entertainment history. And speaking of leaders and innovators, I’d like to take a moment to talk about a significant new trend in educational leadership and innovation, particularly as we look back over the last year in review.

  Clearly one of the hallmarks of great leadership, educational or otherwise, is the ability to think creatively and use technology creatively. This means, among other things, to be able to see—or make up—the connections in seemingly disparate elements, and to do a lot of shopping at Sharper Image.
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