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New Schenectady schools chief searches for a better way

Spring described as an innovator, agent of change

By Kathleen Moore Gazette Reporter

February 19, 2012

SCHENECTADY — Laurence Spring left the classroom behind, but as superintendent he hasn’t given up teaching.

The new city schools superintendent, who was hired this week to start in June, jokingly told Schenectadians at his public interview that he’ll give them homework when they visit his office.

Spring, 42, studies the latest research, demands regular data from every program in his schools, and tracks it all.

“You never leave my office without something to read,” he said. “I’m a research guy. I reach very quickly into the literature.”

Since his first days as a teacher, Spring has searched for new and better ways to teach. In his first job, he was part of a group of three teachers at East Irondequoit Central School District who tried a new inclusion program, in which classes had a mix of special and regular education students.

“Inclusion was a relatively new concept, certainly for us,” said Philip Oberst, assistant superintendent for human resources at the school district, which is near Rochester.

Many teachers at the school refused to try it, Oberst said. But the new social studies teacher was gung-ho.

“Larry was part of a group of teachers here who embraced that. He and some colleagues were just go-getters and in the forefront of progression and change in the school district,” Oberst said. “We saw him as a leader [in] innovations in instruction.”

But Spring said he now studies “new and exciting” ideas cautiously before leaping into them.

“Sometimes being on the cutting edge means being on the bleeding edge,” he said.

He prefers to try new programs on small groups of students who aren’t doing well with the existing programs, he said.

But he still loves innovation, according to those who have worked with him in the Cortland Enlarged City School District.

They described Spring as a “policy wonk” who seems to be on top of every piece of data and every new study relevant to Cortland.

That focus changed the schools, board President Joseph Lyman said.

“Definitely, Larry was our change agent,” he said. “He’s a very smart man. It’s going to be tough to see him go.”

During his time at Cortland, Spring instituted a new software program that tracks areas in need of improvement in each school, classroom and student.

He expected teachers to use that data to change their teaching, finding new ways to teach the concepts that students weren’t learning.

An unpopular idea

To push them to make changes, he put tenured teachers who had serious teaching problems on “performance improvement” plans, which detailed goals they had to meet to get off the plan.

It was beyond unpopular.

“We had staff that had never been put on a performance improvement plan. That just wasn’t done in Cortland,” Lyman said. “We had veteran staff put on a performance improvement plan. That didn’t sit well with people.”

Wild rumors flew through the district as teachers feared they would lose their jobs. No one was fired, and Lyman said the plans were never intended as a threat.

In the end, he thinks teachers improved because of the plans.

“They met their goals and were rejuvenated,” Lyman said.

The district also saw a steady increase in scores on the state tests, although after the state raised the bar for passing the tests, scores went down.

The school board wanted Spring to make such changes, even though they caused unrest.

“He came in with the charge of rocking the boat,” Lyman said, adding that Spring seemed willing to deal with the complaints his efforts generated. “He came in ready to rock and roll.”

In the last few months, Schenectady school board members met with Spring at length and then with Cortland officials to look into his background and how he deals with teachers.

Board Vice President Ron Lindsay said he was convinced that Spring was the best choice for Schenectady when he was told that Spring doesn’t drag people into new ways of teaching.

“He’s a great listener, and they said he has a way of pushing folks but supporting them at the same time to move forward,” Lindsay said.

Others were impressed by how he used data to determine that poor, but smart, students in Cortland were far less likely to be invited to the accelerated math program than middle-class smart students.

Spring said his discovery of what he described as unintentional discrimination made him hyper-vigilant about poor students’ rights. He said Cortland’s way of selecting accelerated math students took into account factors that a poor child might not be able to control — such as school absences.

What Schenectady needs

Board member Andrew Chestnut said that’s what Schenectady needs — someone who will consider the possibility that some students are missing school because of chaos at home, not through any fault of their own.

“Larry has conviction that there’s nothing wrong with the kids,” Chestnut said.

And, he added, it’s refreshing to have a leader who will admit that the district isn’t perfect. He doesn’t want a superintendent who insists that “the problem doesn’t exist.”

Instead, he said, Schenectady now has a superintendent who will admit the problem and demand improvement.

As for the school board’s stated goals of openness and transparency, Spring is full on board.

Spring’s stepfather was a reporter and worked in public relations. The man advised his son to talk to the press, rather than trying to hide things.

As Spring put it, it’s a way of making sure the press reports issues accurately.

“I’d rather have you know exactly what’s going on than guessing,” he said.

But he added that he believes it’s easier to solve problems when everyone knows about it.

“I really like that phrase as a principle, that sunlight is the best disinfectant,” he said.

Spring also said he’s willing to call police if school employees break the law. He reported a possible crime by a teacher to police in Cortland. After a lengthy investigation by the district attorney’s office, it was settled without charges.

“Laws don’t stop at the schoolhouse door,” Spring said. “It’s just an incredibly important principle for maintaining the public trust.”

He’s very aware of Schenectady’s history with former Superintendent Eric Ely, who warned an employee of a police investigation. The employee, Steven Raucci, was later convicted of waging a campaign of intimidation by placing bombs on the homes and cars of people he believed were his enemies or the enemies of his friends.

As part of a contract buyout, Ely was paid to leave the district after the district attorney said Ely had ignored reports of Raucci’s behavior. Ely allegedly wanted to keep Raucci because he squashed grievances from his union members.

Spring said that if he learns of possible criminal acts involving his employees, he will notify police immediately.

Schools and the law

“Because we enforce rules inside school, sometimes we think we enforce laws,” he said. “We have to be clear that’s not our decision. If someone is breaking the law, we really don’t have a choice. That’s up to law enforcement.”

In the one case Spring brought to police in Cortland, law enforcement officials said Spring cooperated fully with the investigation and behaved appropriately throughout the situation, which was made more difficult by the fact that he was negotiating a contract with the teachers union at the time.

But if administrators must call police to deal with students, Spring said he wants them to remember they must support the child.

“We have to remember, we are essentially that child’s parents. We need to make sure we’re advocating for the child’s rights,” he said.

He also said they should call parents as soon as they call police.

He will face some adjustments as he moves to Schenectady. Cortland has 2,800 students, much fewer than Schenectady’s 10,000 students. Cortland is also 93 percent white, according to the latest Census figures. Schenectady is 61 percent white.

However, the two cities have essentially the same level of poverty: 20 percent of Schenectadians live in poverty, compared to 21 percent in Cortland, according to the Census.

Spring says he intends to move to Schenectady with his wife and to enroll their two daughters in city schools.

He used to live in Rochester, and said he’s eager to live in a diverse city again. He particularly wants his children, ages 4 and 6, to grow up in a diverse community, he said.

Spring will be paid $181,200 at Schenectady. In Cortland, he earned $152,000. Former Schenectady Superintendent Eric Ely made $189,899 after several years leading the district.

Until Spring takes over, Interim Superintendent John Yagielski will continue to run the district. Yagielski took over two summers ago to serve until a new superintendent could be found, but board members liked him so much that they said they’d prefer to keep him.

Yagielski, 70, insisted that he wasn’t going to work forever. While he wanted to return to retirement, he added, “It wouldn’t be right for me to stay. This district needs the next-generation leader.”
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