In-ry 20th year as a
school superintendent, "1
have been reflecting on les-
sons that last and matter.

Dr. Robert N. Fortenberry

aka “RNF" aka “Bob” as |
refer to him now 31 years
after I first et him, taught
those of 1s who worked
for him some important
lessons. He was, in 1981,
a leader well ahead of his
times. Eighteen years as
Superintendent of the di-
verse 33,000-student Jack-
son, Miss,, Public Schools,
RNF in his self-deprecat-
ing ‘and southern manner,
passed on the following
Jjewels worth remernbering
as we practice our trade as
educators: ' .
All children can learn. It's

not enough to believe this.
It's only sufficient when we
act on it. (It was literally our
district's mission or what
each of us as employees
was charged to deo, ie, to
make sure that all children
did learn. It wag a simple
charge. It was a powerful
one, It was well before No-
Child-Left-Behind )
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A common body of
knowledge is that which
we must teach all students,
not just some. If we want all
students to learn, then we
must teach all students the
intended curriculum. Jack-
son's. K-12 Commaon Body
of Knowledge or “CBOK"
was nationally renowned
in the 1980s for putting
forth the knowledge and
skills that all were o master
long hefore states randat-
ed such. It was “CBOK or
see Bob” we often mused.
He wouldn't take “no”.for
an answer when it came
to teaching the kids qual-
ity content at every grade
level'}

Teaching is bringing
about change in the learner.
It's not encugh to present
material, test it, and move
on despite who learned it
znd who didn't. “T taught it
and you didn't get it” is not
teaching at all he would say.

In RNF’s schools, failure

was not an option.

What gets measured
gets done. And, what gets
measured with feedback,
gets done well. Account-
ability requires some form
of measuring stick he insist-
ed. Learning, on the other
hand, requires feedback
from the measurement.
The results from home-
work and lests must be
known to students for mid-
course corrections to oc-
cur {(Jackson implemented
districtwide “CBOK” iests
— “unit” tests covering one
to three weeks in duration
~— for every grade in read-
ing, math, social studies,
and science.)

I a chid cannot read,
then teach him. As sim-
plistic as this seemed, it
was nonetheless profound.

In schools, he would say,
reading and language tend
to dominate. Find ways to
feach Johnny to read be
it before school, during
school, or after school and
don*t let him off the hook
until he does, This should
happen: before the end of
second grade. But, if not,
still teach him to read!

We will produce bet-
ter results when we teach
ourselves to do a bet-
ter job. When it came to
teaching and learning in
Jackson’s schools, it was
“what we did"— teachers,
administrators,  support
staff and students. Teach-
ers and administrators, es-
pecially, were expected 1o
form “school improvement
teams”

Wherein  we learned
from each other. The super-
intendent learned from the
teacher, the teacher learned
from the principal, and we
all learned from each other
and others. (The staff devel-
opment program, which
required  so many credits
of professional develop-

ment around CBOK and

its delivery, won an Ameri-
can Assoclation of School
Administraters award for
quality

“Technology is an essen- -

tial oot for learning.” This
was 1981 and it was about
“their” future, not “ours.”
Students always came
first. The Jackson schools
placed IBM computers
in every school and office
and promoted the training
across employee groups
5o that they and students
would profit. (Jackson’s
computerized Instructional

Management Systemn-—or
IMS—provided for exten-

sive and ongoing monitor-
ing of student performance
on the CBOK or unit tests,
It was'a marvel throughout
the hinterland. Never had
I seen so much visitation
to one school district. Nor
have I'since.)

“Effective - schools re-
quire a clear instructional

focus, high expectations:

for all learners, a princ-
pal who is an instructional
leader, a safe and orderly

environment, and frequent
monitoring of student aca-
demic performance.” Cne
of the early practitioners
of the “effective schools”
research, RNF brought the
likes of Wilbur Brookover,
Ron Edmonds, and Larry
Lezotte to our schools.
I promise you that they
learned as much from Bob
as he did from them. They
did the research, He put it
into practice.

Retired now in Sandy
Hock, Mississippi, Bcob
Fortenberry has provided
those of us who worked
for him, and the thousands
with whorn he has had con-

_tact, with a powerful legacy

inclusive of educational les-

.sons that last and matter,

Just take any one of the les-

" sons above. Which is more

important than the other?
He was one heckuva Su-
-perintendent]
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