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Preface
This volume follows a quite straightforward design. On each page,
I label, then explain an “essential lesson” of school improvement,
lessons that I have been accumulating for the past 35 years.
These lessons are intended to take us into the part of the school
improvement story line that is least developed. The more welldeveloped part of the narrative is concerned with the “content”
of school improvement (e.g., quality instruction, leadership).
The content can be thought of as the building material of school
improvement. The essential lessons are best thought of as the
rules of school improvement construction (e.g., in building, we
need to attend to both academic press and school culture; neither
one alone is sufficient). We can also think of them as “guiding
principles.”
I attempt to deepen the story line on essential lessons in a unique,
and I hope engaging and explanatory manner. Specifically, I illustrate these lessons in three “tales” of school reform, all centered
on the death and return of Mr. School Improvement and the work
of three forensic school improvement detectives—Mr. Wolf, C.B.,
and Barnabus Dolphin. The tales are a bit of a blend of the work of
A. A. Milne and Kenneth Grahame and their leading actors and Arthur
Conan Doyle and his gifted protagonist Sherlock Holmes. Each tale is
scaffolded on the essential lessons described in the book but in a way
that allows the reader to discover them for himself or herself. One can
also return to the tales and see the lessons clearly once they are presented in a more direct manner.
Depending on your point of view, you will find the characters in
the tales odd or cute or endearing. My intent and my hope is that
you will fall on the right-hand side of the interpretative continuum.
Wherever you land on that assessment, because good schools are
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always a combination of the right content and the right guiding
principles, I believe that you will find these lessons to be of real
assistance in the work of building schools in which all youngsters
are truly successful.
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