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Superintendent’s Message

’Give me Autonomy, or Give me Death!”
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Superintendent
Mark Dockins

“Through our col-
laboration we
need to deter-
mine common
timelines and

common assess-
ments in order
for us to estab-
lish, across the

district, baseline

data for student

continuous pro-
gress.”

-- Patrick Henry would proba-
bly understand the spirit of the
statement and forgive my liter-
ary Liberties.

One of the first major mile-
stones towards coming of age
for adolescent youth in Amer-
ica occurs when the driver’s
license is finally issued. This
license has meaning for every
young adult beyond merely
being able to drive a car. The
driver’s license symbolizes
autonomy from the oppressive
authority of parents. | believe
this feeling of freedom is fairly
universal for American youth.
As | think back to my sixteenth
birthday, | find it amazingly
irresponsible for the state of
Wyoming to have issued me
such a license. | also believe
my parents should have been
court-ordered to undergo a
fitness for parenting psychiat-
ric evaluation for allowing me
to drive the car out of their
field of vision. | was so far
from being responsible it is
scary to think about. The
really scary thing is that |
would consider myself a fairly
typical adolescent male. My
cognitive and moral judgment
skills were at a developmental
level such that | believed |
could justify all the poor deci-
sions | made while driving. |
felt justified in breaking the
speed limit because my friends
and | were in a hurry to the
mall for no apparent emer-
gency. | felt justified in driving
across Ms. Henderson’s corner
lot because the road was torn
up and it would inconvenience

me to have turned around. |
felt justified in driving through
the mall parking lot with my
best friend, Jim, standing on
the roof of my 1980 Dodge
Omni because there were cute
girls watching and cheering us
on. | felt justified in showing
up at 2 a.m., when curfew was
10 p.m. because | was at the
City Park talking about really
important life issues with a
friend (weren’t all our life is-
sues at sixteen REALLY impor-
tant?).

Thankfully, my autonomy
was given within certain spe-
cific parameters. The state
laws, municipal regulations
and parental dictates were all
supposed to guide me in a
responsible direction. When
my parents intervened in my
behavior, | was furious and felt
like they were selfish dictators
of the worst kind. Today |
understand that every decision
they had to make was made
with MY best interest in mind.
We had many “family meet-
ings” for my benefit those
early driving years to discuss,
as a family, what would be the
best way for me to survive my
decisions. My father was not
the kind of man who really
wanted to collaborate on my
fate, but my mother’s influ-
ence, thankfully, won out.
Mostly, my parents’ directives
and not-so-subtle influences
were what eventually molded
me into the independent, re-
sponsible, American citizen |
am today.

| tell this story because | was

reminded of it by a teacher
who recently told me that the
“District Office” was taking
away his autonomy in the
classroom. As he was describ-
ing his feelings of frustration
and anger, | could relate be-
cause | have felt those feel-
ings—most clearly when | was
sixteen and was told that |

could no longer drive the car
that | bought with my own
money! Many of the elements
of this story do not parallel the
issues of a school system, and |
do not tell the story to down-
play this teacher’s frustration.
Yet, | believe the emotions
surrounding a perceived revo-
cation of autonomy are much
the same as those felt when
people perceive that their
freedom has been trampled
upon. | believe that we are
most strongly motivated and
happiest when we feel a sense
of autonomy.

| also, fundamentally, do not
believe that there is a conflict
between autonomy and col-
laboration in the education
profession. As | explained to
the frustrated teacher, in every
profession people must have
autonomy in doing their job,
but that autonomy does not
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“Give me Autonomy, or Give me Death!” (Continued)

preclude the necessity of a common culture
and common procedures for “how we do
business around here”. Autonomy cannot
be allowed to become counterproductive to
the overall goal of increasing EVERY stu-
dent’s learning. Through our collaboration
we need to determine common timelines
and common assessments in order for us to
establish, across the district, baseline data
for student continuous progress. We are
establishing common Walk-Away Skills/
Power Standards based upon the Utah State
Common Core through our vertical align-
ment teams. These decisions provide the
framework and parameters that we all need
to work within in order to accomplish our
goal of ensuring that every student’s learn-
ing increases.

The argument that the frustrated teacher
makes for his autonomy is an argument for
systematic  isolationism—where every
teacher teaches whatever he or she wants,
in whatever order he or she chooses, with-
out any accountability to others. There is
not a shred of evidence that shows students
learn more when teachers work in isolation,

yet because some teachers have survived
and taught their entire careers in isolation,
anything that challenges that familiar struc-
ture poses a challenge to their perception of
what they believe is true and right. Yes,

...working together as an effective team
requires the most democratic processes |
can imagine--everyone has a voice and
brings their individual talents together to
better achieve a common goal.

there are parameters we all must work
within in order to avoid chaos, but those
parameters are not robbing us of our ability
to creatively teach. We still must find crea-
tive ways to engage our students in the
classroom. We have the autonomy to find
engaging ways to ensure our students learn
the curriculum.

To collaborate with a team of other like-
minded professionals is not synonymous
with  Communism—which this frustrated
teacher freely connected several times dur-
ing our discussion. To the contrary, work-
ing together as an effective team requires

the most democratic processes | can imag-
ine--everyone has a voice and brings their
individual talents together to better achieve
a common goal. That is what | have always
believed American culture reveres—the
Great American Past-time (I'm talking base-
ball here—not watching television) is driven
by this philosophy.

There is no desire to have a workforce of
automaton robots marching through the
classrooms of our schools. Rather, | hope to
foster a culture of collaborative teams of
teachers working together to find the best
ways to increase the learning of every one
of our students. Collaboration is critical in
our attempts to answer the four critical
questions: What do we want students to
know and be able to do? How do we know
when they know it? What do we do when
they don’t get it? What do we do when
they do get it? Collaborative teams must
clarify the standards, establish their walk-
aways, develop common formative assess-
ments, and participate in the analysis of
student work. These collaborative endeav-
ors have clearly shown to be highly effective

—Kevin Dickson, Student Services

One of the perks of being an educator is
helping students into the professions we
dreamed about when we were kids. As a wide
-eyed, pre-teenager, | wanted to be a police-
man, fire fighter, cowboy, professional ath-
lete, or an actor. | have had the thrill of
watching some of my past students become
part of these highly cool professions. | have
had the privilege of watching past students
become doctors, lawyers, professors, and
elected officials. | hope somewhere along the
way | helped some of my students become
the type of adult they dreamed about when
they were kids. Although as a child | never
wanted to become an educator in the Uintah
School District, it became my dream job.
When | see the commitment and the number
of employees of the USD who truly love their
job, I know | am not in the minority when |
say, if | could change my career, | wouldn’t.

| have to say, without a doubt, the group |
am most proud of is the group of students
that have come back to be educators in the
Uintah School District. | love walking into
schools and seeing past students preparing

Helping Students into Professions

meals,
running
offices,
keeping
school
grounds
safe,
trans-
porting kids, coaching, and helping their
students become productive citizens.

On a recent visit to Lapoint Elementary
School, | sat in Ewvi ‘s classroom. Although
her students didn’t know her name, they
were calling her Mrs. Richens, instead of Ms.
Rhoades, it was clear they admired her. |
wished | could be a student in her class. (Not
because of some whacko “I was her teacher
and | want her to be my teacher” insecurity |
would need to get counseling to overcome. |
simply would rather be half her age, rather
than twice her age.) | couldn’t help smiling
when | watched her teach. | was able to
watch Ewvi grow from a 3™ grader to a 3™
grade teacher. Evvi was one of Janice’s stu-
dents, was in Del’s graduating class, and took

education classes with Kelsey. It has been a
joy to watch her become so successful.
Learning from people we taught is a won-
derful experience. | hope the employees that
have come back to the district realize, your
past educators are proud of you, very proud.

EYE Teachers

—Lee Gagon, HR Director

Kudos go out to all of the EYE teachers for
their terrific input during our half-day train-
ing in March. The discussions centered
around the basic philosophical and research-
based foundations of collaboration as out-
lined in chapter one of the book Learning by
Doing, by Richard & Rebecca DuFour, Robert
Eaker, and Thomas Many. Grant money was
used to purchase a copy of the book for each
EYE teacher and to pay for half-day substi-
tutes so that we could spend time discussing
and reflecting on the concepts fundamental
to successful PLC’s.

We are indeed very fortunate to have
such a dynamic and thoughtful group of
teachers new to the profession and/or new
to Uintah District! Thanks, EYE teachers!
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