
I would like to first thank the administrators and staff at both Gunn and 
Paly for working hard on their plans to improve their guidance services 
programs.  The questions that I have, however, are not about the details 
of the reports that were just presented.  My question is how we fix a 
governance process that appears to be broken. I appreciate Dr. Skelly’s 
introductory remarks today and the enthusiasm and thoughtfulness 
expressed about both schools’ plans.  However, there is still a serious 
issue around governance.  Dr. Skelly, you are requesting clear board 
direction tonight.  Board direction was given at our prior public meetings 
but these directions do not appear to have been taken to heart by the 
superintendent.  They do not appear to have been accurately 
communicated beyond the superintendent to his staff. 
 
On March 27, and then again on May 22, the board had an extended 
discussion about the outside consultant’s report and the data she 
collected from close to 3,000 students about specific aspects of our 
guidance services.  We five board members had a healthy discussion 
about both Gunn and Paly’s programs, with some differences of 
perspective.  But in the end, the majority of the board came to clear 
agreement on the following points about Gunn. 
 

1. The satisfaction level at Gunn was not as high as for Paly.  More 
significant changes need to be considered at Gunn.  There is a 
sense of urgency around making these changes.  

 
2. Gunn should be given the time to plan strategically for 

improvements.  They will consider an advisory model as one of the 
possible models for improvements.  They will consult with their 
colleagues at Paly. 

 
Let me repeat those two points and highlight the divergence between 
what was said at the board meeting and what was communicated out to 
the Gunn staff: 
 

1. The satisfaction level  at Gunn was not as  high as  for 
Paly.  More significant changes  need to be considered at 
Gunn.  There is  a sense of urgency around making these  
changes.  At the board meeting, Dr. Skelly stated: 
 
“I am not happy with the results at Gunn.  I don’t think Tom is.  I 
don’t think Katya is.  They would like them to be as high or higher 
than Paly’s…I think we should definitely challenge Gunn to say, 
well, look, what you are doing is getting a set of results.  What are 
you going to do to get better results?”  
 
Yet, two days later the Gunn staff is sent a summary of the board 
meeting where the only statement about results is that “The Gunn 



findings were impressive.”  Not surprisingly, a staff member states 
that “The report does not rate Paly’s nor Gunn’s guidance systems 
higher or lower than the other…No big deal.” 
 

2. Gunn should be given the time to plan strategically  for 
improvements.  They will  consider an advisory model as  
one of the possible  models  for improvements.  They will  
consult with their colleagues  at Paly.  While Paly already 
has a three-year plan in place, Gunn will need more time to plan 
for its improvements.  Again, at the public board meeting, Dr. 
Skelly stated: 

 
“I know… they are dedicated to building the best most efficient 
process for the schools.  I think they will look at the TA 
model…These are not trivial changes.” 
 
Yet, the Gunn staff is told “I want to clearly [al]lay fears that 
Gunn will change drastically by the addition of new program.  That 
is not the case...”  
 
 At this preliminary stage of inquiry, members of the Gunn 
leadership team who are spearheading the strategic planning have 
made the following statements:  
 

 “I do not support the bringing in of a system, such as an 
advisory or another system.” 
 
 “…we, as a school leadership team, are not interested in 
bringing Paly’s TA model to our site.”  
 
“…we need to be mobilizing the parents who aren’t 
interested in having advisory at Gunn…” 
 

The role of the school board is to oversee and provide direction to the 
superintendent, who in turn is expected to follow through on the 
direction we provide.  The premise of these board meetings is that we 
are actually having an impact on the direction of the district, that what 
the board directs to the staff is actually treated as a directive.  In this 
case, something is broken.  If the superintendent would like the system 
to operate without direction from the board, then we could save a lot of 
time in this room and get a good night’s sleep.  As a board member, I do 
not look beyond the superintendent to see how our direction is 
communicated.  In this case, I see a garbled message on so many fronts, 
not just the two points above.   
 
For example, we’ve been told that the Gunn staff feels “real pain, a hit 
to morale, and a sense of defeat.”  It appears that the only message they 



are hearing is that WCDBPA is telling them that Gunn must adopt the Paly 
TA system, and that the local media is lined up behind the group.  I just 
wonder what happened to the far more nuanced and balanced discussion 
that the board conducted at our public meetings.  To a person – me 
included – we were highly respectful of the professionalism and 
dedication of our Gunn guidance staff.  We were highly deferential to the 
professionalism and open-mindedness of the Gunn leadership team that 
would be undertaking the strategic planning for improving guidance 
services.  We gave them a very broad berth to consider all options, 
asking only that they consider advisory as one of those many options.  
We granted deference to the timeline that they presented, despite the 
strong sense of urgency expressed by the majority of the board. 
 
What happened to that message? 
 
I believe what the board wants, and what many, many members of the 
community want is simply a calm, reasoned, professional analysis of the 
data and best practices.  To quote from some parent emails: 
 

“I hope the Board will ask some questions of Gunn staff to bring 
forth more information as to why there is this great reluctance to 
embrace the Paly's teacher [advisory] system.  As a Gunn parent, I 
would definitely like to know.  If the majority of Gunn teachers do 
not want to become teacher advisors, then the teacher advisory 
system won't work for Gunn, and Gunn parents need to know this.  
I hope that Gunn's students will also have the benefits of Paly's 
teacher advisory system, but the majority of Gunn teachers must 
also buy into this or else the teacher advisory won't realistically 
work for Gunn.” 
 
“With regard to adopting an advisory system that serves both high 
schools equally, I hope you find a way to lead the district on a 
path with a plan and solution sooner rather than later.  From what 
I have read, many of you have been asking for this for years, but 
have somehow been stonewalled.  If there is a way to forget the 
politics and make something happen, I know all the kids in our 
community would benefit greatly.” 

 
Whether or not Gunn ultimately adopts an advisory model is up to Gunn.  
As the first parent says, it cannot and will not be forced upon the Gunn 
staff.  The board has never intimated otherwise.  We do, however, 
expect an open-mindedness about the best options to reach comparable 
levels of service at both schools.  If there are trade-offs against an 
advisory model, we need to hear a reasoned analysis, with numbers and 
evidence to back it up.  If, as was stated in an email from the 
superintendent and the principal of Gunn to the Gunn parent community, 
there are tradeoffs “to the detriment of the level of expertise around 



college advising, as well as the funding available for course offerings and 
class size” then not only should Gunn parents know that, Paly parents 
should know that as well. 
 
To quote from one last source: 
 

“If the conclusion is that there needs to be a structural change, I’m 
pretty sure, well I don’t know, I don’t want to speak for anyone but 
I’m hopeful that folks will support what’s best for kids.” 

 
In case you are wondering, that statement was made at our March 27th 
board meeting by our outside consultant at the end of our three-hour 
public discussion. 
 
I do not doubt that every stakeholder has the best interests of our 
students in mind – whether it’s the board, the parents who email us, the 
superintendent, the Gunn and Paly staffs, our principals and assistant 
principals, our guidance counselors and teacher advisors, We Can Do 
Better, and even the Weekly.  At this point, though, the governance 
process has broken down and only the superintendent is in the position 
to put this discussion and work back on track.  Dr. Skelly, are you willing 
to stake your reputation and integrity on assuring the community that 
the right conversations will be happening and the right work will be done 
so that Gunn can come back to the board in a timely fashion to present a 
long-term plan that “will support what’s best for kids?”  Dr. Skelly, can 
you give me an explicit thumbs up? 
 
 


