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I am Dr. Gregory C. Hutchings, Jr., and I, too, am Shaker. 

I want to thank our wonderful students for leading us in the Pledge of Allegiance and the National 
Anthem. And thanks to our students and faculty members for sharing their personal stories.  

And to all of you, thank you so much for coming tonight. It is a thrill to be with you for my first State of the 
Schools address. 

I come before you tonight to report on my first 90 days as Superintendent of Schools in Shaker Heights, a 
period of observation and learning. During these three months, I have studied data from many sources to 
better understand patterns of student achievement. 

I have visited more than 200 classrooms in the course of conducting building scans to gain an overview of 
instructional practices. 

And I have talked with hundreds of residents, students, parents, community leaders, and staff members, 
including many of you in this room. I must say that people in Shaker Heights are not shy about sharing 
their opinions. 

All of this information has led me to some observations, conclusions, and recommendations about who 
we are, where we are going, and how we will get there. 

First, I wanted to understand the community’s fundamental identity: Who is Shaker? 

Shaker is beautiful historic homes with tree-lined neighborhoods. It sits on land once owned by a utopian 
society that supported the abolition of slavery and equality for women. Yet Shaker as we know it today 
started as a suburb so exclusive that Jewish and African American people were not allowed to buy 
property. Many if not most of us in this room would not have been welcome in the Shaker Heights of 70 
years ago. 

Fortunately, and through the heroic efforts of many people – including some who are here this evening -- 
that changed. Today it is a unique community that values education and embraces diversity. 



 

 

Mostly, I believe, Shaker is its people –  

• People who are proud of their community’s history;  
• involved in community life;  
• protective of the environment;  
• appreciative of our proximity to the medical, cultural and educational treasures of University 

Circle;  
• neighborly;  
• concerned about taxes but willing to pay for quality;  
• diverse in every imaginable way,  
• and committed to this community with a passion I have not seen anywhere else, and I have lived 

in many diverse communities.  

These are not just my impressions. They are backed up by data from many sources: from more than 900 
interviews during the Imagine Shaker project in 2010; from focus groups conducted during the 
superintendent search, from comprehensive surveys of parents and students; and from a recent survey of 
residents.  

Much of this information is contained in a new report called “Measuring What Matters,” which you should 
have received in the mail.  Extra copies are available on the table outside of the auditorium. 

So what does the data say?  

Here’s what residents say they value most: 

• Outstanding teachers who prepare and care about students. 
• High-quality curriculum with strong advanced level classes, breadth and variety of curriculum. 
• Inclusive education with appreciation for different learning styles and commitment to teach all 

students. 
• Extracurricular programs like music, sports and arts. 
• Community involvement and support. 
• High-quality students who are engaged, hard-working and motivated. 
• Parental involvement in education and relationships with teachers in the schools. 

In a 2013 survey of a random sample of Shaker parents, we learned that an overwhelming majority are 
satisfied with the schools.  

Students also reported positive experiences: Most feel that their teachers have high expectations and 
really care about them. 

Our district has built programs in art, music, and theatre that few can match.  

We have the largest Advanced Placement program in the area, with high participation and a high rate of 
success.  

Our SAT scores are the highest in Cuyahoga County and the second-highest in the state.  

Year after year, we send graduates to some of the most selective colleges in the nation, and they flourish.  

Newsweek has named Shaker Heights High School one of the most challenging in the nation.  



 

 

We offer global experiences through travel and distinctive courses.  

We are far ahead of most of the country in special education, adopting inclusion and co-teaching to 
support students with special needs within the regular classroom whenever possible.  

And Shaker is poised to become one of a handful of school districts in the United States to offer the 
International Baccalaureate program at all grade levels from pre-kindergarten through senior year.  

That work was under way well before I arrived, and I intend to see it through, because I believe that 
International Baccalaureate is the best vehicle for preparing our children for a future in which they will 
have to be adaptable, think critically, and think globally.  

This community shows a tremendous level of support for public schools. As I have met hundreds of 
residents over the past few months, it has been especially gratifying to hear from so many empty-nesters 
that they value the education their child received from Shaker. They tell me they continue to support the 
schools as previous generations did for their children. 

These are strengths we can all be proud of, and it is imperative that we maintain and even improve upon 
them.  

These are the kinds of opportunities that draw people to Shaker Heights, and are the ones my wife and I 
want for our own children, and for all children.  

And yet we are not as strong as we should be and can be. We need to meet our challenges head-on, and 
I believe that we are capable of addressing them. 

We still have gaps in achievement between white and African-American students; between students in 
poverty and those who are more advantaged; between students with disabilities and those without. 

These gaps start early – even before children enter school -- and they persist through the grades. No 
matter what grade level or test you choose, you will see disparities. We are making progress on state test 
scores, but not consistently or quickly enough. 

The gaps go beyond test scores. For instance, we have significant disparities with regard to student 
enrollment in higher-level courses at the secondary level.  African-American students are 
underrepresented in advanced level work, and White students are underrepresented in college 
preparatory classes.   

I’ve spoken with several parents who have chosen to put their child in an honors or advanced level 
course even if he or she is not able to keep up with the pace, because they don’t believe our college 
preparatory classes are rigorous enough.  

There are many factors in student achievement – factors like mobility, access to high-quality preschool 
experiences, and family situations. Some of these factors are beyond our control. And that means we 
have to do the best possible job with the factors we can control. 

Based on my examination of data, observations, and conversations with students, staff members, and 
residents, I have learned many things over the past few months.  I incorporated my findings into my 90 
day plan final report.  

The 50 recommendations in the report will guide the district and where we are going.  You can read the 
final report on the district’s website.   



 

 

It has been proven, time and time again, that the most important factor that is within the control of the 
school is the teacher. 

Every child deserves an expert teacher.  

An expert teacher is one who knows the subject matter inside and out, who knows where each student 
stands and what he or she needs, who has an extensive repertoire of techniques to engage every 
student, who earns the trust of students, who expects the best effort from students and will not settle for 
less.  

Last year, we had about 30 teachers retire at the end of the school year.  25 percent of our teachers are 
now eligible for retirement, and because of changes in the retirement system many will probably retire in 
the next couple of years. That is a lot of experience and expertise going out the door. We must develop 
an extensive recruitment plan for the future so that we can attract and retain the best teaching candidates 
possible  

We must refine our teaching practices in our all of our classes, especially our general level courses 
including getting rid of the “CP label and increasing rigor through field experiences, flipped classroom 
structures, and guest speakers who can help students see the relevance of school to the real world. 
Students learn more when they are engaged in their learning – and this applies to all students, whether 
they are achieving at high levels, in the middle, or struggling. 

Because our students have such diverse needs, we must identify the most promising teaching practices 
and make sure our faculty members have the knowledge and confidence they need to use these 
practices consistently.  

This will entail the creation of a robust professional learning plan and an online catalog for professional 
offerings where teachers can enroll in courses aligned to the goals in their annual professional growth 
plans. 

A few weeks ago, I had an opportunity to hear Dr. Pedro Noguera, a professor at New York University 
and a thought leader in our field.  He spoke about the essential ingredients of an effective school district.  
He discussed the importance of adaptive work.   

Adaptive work focuses on the dynamic and complex nature of the work including its substance, meaning, 
and purpose. Adaptive work is guided by a vision statement with specific goals.   

We must establish an adaptive work environment where our staff members work hard due to their passion 
and personal commitment, not because we asked them to.   

It is apparent to me that some of our staff members have only one type of Shaker student in mind when 
they are teaching. It is possible that they may not know any other way. It is up to us as an institution to 
ensure that every teacher is culturally competent and understands the diverse population that we serve.   

We must provide a school environment where students feel valued, nurtured, and respected as well as 
physically and psychologically safe.   Because every child deserves an expert teacher… 

We must help our school and district leaders through continued coaching in effective instructional 
practices, managing their time to focus on what really matters, and being able to have courageous 
conversations with staff members when performance needs improvement.   



 

 

We need to continue to improve our financial efficiency while maintaining the high-quality educational 
environment we have traditionally offered. This year, through intentional efforts, we have already 
achieved a projected $250,000 in annual savings.   

Finally, we must continue to identify and pursue non-tax revenue and business partnerships in the greater 
Cleveland area. 

We must not teach to the state assessment and create cookie cutter classrooms where every teacher 
talks the same, acts the same, and reads from a script… 

However, we must provide every single Shaker student with a robust curriculum based on the Common 
Core state standards and the International Baccalaureate philosophy, as well as a greater focus on 
science, technology, engineering, the arts, and math, (also known as STEAM) to prepare students for 
jobs that don’t even exist today.   

Currently, our teachers regularly participate in Teacher Based Team meetings to discuss student data. 
We must ensure that we maximize these opportunities for collaborative problem solving, deep discussion 
of student achievement, and sharing best teaching practices that work for our students in Shaker.  

We must extend the use of data to make instructional decisions and provide teachers with a data 
warehouse so they can easily access comprehensive data for each student. 

We must increase opportunities and achievement for all students, including students who are not 
performing as well as we want them to be. These are predominantly students who are African-American, 
who are economically disadvantaged, who have disabilities, or who are “in the middle”.   

We need to expand our own pre-K services and look to partnerships with community agencies in order to 
provide greater access to early childhood education, which we know makes a big difference.   

We need to forge ahead with the adoption of the International Baccalaureate Middle Years Programme in 
grades 5-10.   

We need to establish an online learning center to provide blended learning opportunities for students who 
would benefit from a non-traditional educational environment.   

Also, we need to improve the 4- and 5-year graduation rates by including alternative pathways for 
obtaining a diploma from Shaker Heights High School. 

Our middle school is making continuous progress and I’ve witnessed firsthand the hard work of our 
middle school teachers.   

However, we must provide additional supports at the middle school and ramp up our expectations of 
students to ensure that they are prepared for the rigorous courses at the high school by then end of their 
8th grade year.   

Our mandatory after-school tutoring for students who have not demonstrated mastery is only the 
beginning. It is not about the quantity of instructional time, but rather, the quality of instruction.   

We must provide enrichment strategies versus remedial strategies to maximize the learning potential of 
all students. 
 
Families play a critical role in the educational process; however, we must understand that parents can 



 

 

support their child’s education in many different ways, without attending a PTO meeting, scheduling a 
conference with teachers, or stepping foot into our schools.  

We must not assume that parents who do not or cannot come to meetings don’t care. Research shows 
the academic success of young people is greater when a parent reinforces in the home what happens at 
school.  

This is something every parent can do, no matter what his or her work schedule and other circumstances 
are.  

However, we must provide parents with resources and strategies to reinforce and support what we do in 
the classroom, and expand parental involvement initiatives, including a parent resource center for new 
and existing families 

Now . . . how will we get there? 

I have appointed a 44-member team made up of educators, parents, students, and other community 
members with passion and expertise. Many of them have joined us tonight.   

With their assistance, we will develop a five-year strategic plan incorporating my recommendations and 
other efforts that we had in place prior to my arrival.  

The strategic plan will be organized around six broad areas of focus that the Board of Education and I 
jointly developed at our organizational work session in January: 

• The Shaker Experience 
• Continuous Improvement 
• Policy 
• Human Resources and Facilities 
• Communication 
• Finance 

All of my recommendations fall into these areas of focus. 

I am convinced that if we pursue these directions, we will be able to maintain the courses that challenge 
our highest-achieving students, provide more rigor for those in the middle, and narrow our achievement 
gaps.  

I am convinced that we can continue to provide top-notch offerings in the fine and performing arts and co-
curricular activities, which provide every child with opportunities for leadership and personal growth.  

I am convinced that we can devote the maximum possible resources to where they really count: the 
classroom. 

But I cannot do this alone.  

I was fortunate to inherit a strong leadership team, a team that can take us where we need to go. And we 
have a dedicated and highly qualified faculty and staff. 

But we cannot do it alone. We need your help. 

Students:   



 

 

We need you to come to school every day prepared to learn and ready to give 100%, at the very least.  
We need you to push yourselves, persist and work very hard. 

We need you to be serious about your work and contribute to a productive learning environment. 

We need you to treat adults and fellow students with respect. 

We need you to take advantage of conference periods, tutoring centers, and all the other supports we 
provide to help you succeed. Ask for help when you need it. Be your own best advocate. 

Parents: 

We need you to make it clear to your children that learning comes first.  

Make sure homework is done. Limit the amount of time your children spend watching TV and playing 
video games. Monitor online activity. Pull the plug if that’s what it takes to get your child to focus. 

Make sure your child goes to conference period or the tutoring center. Communicate with your child’s 
teachers and ask for help when you need it. Insist that your child participate in at least one extracurricular 
activity at school. 

Shaker faculty and staff: 

Come to work each day with passion, enthusiasm and excitement. 

Continue to develop meaningful relationships with our students so that they know they have someone 
who really cares about their success. 

Know that you will be supported as you educate our students. 

Be open-minded and willing to take this journey together, knowing that every day will be a new adventure. 

Be a model for lifelong learning, so that you show our students that continued learning opens up a world 
of opportunities. 

And to all of the members of the Shaker Community: 

We need your help as tutors and mentors for students who are struggling at school or in their personal 
lives. We are beginning to create a database of people who are willing to serve as mentors and tutors in 
the Shaker Schools in the future. Please take a moment to sign up today at the table outside of the 
auditorium or visit our website and submit an interest form for future volunteer opportunities.  

We need your expertise as advisors for our students when they work on projects that help them apply 
their learning to the world outside the classroom. 

We need your knowledge of the world of work to help our students see that the choices they make in 
school will have a long-term impact on their career options. 

We need you to accept the fact that some things are going to have to change, and you may not always 
agree with the changes. 

We need you to trust that every change will be carefully analyzed and the best interests of students will 
always be the top priority. 



 

 

We need you to be patient. We have a sense of urgency, but lasting change does not occur instantly if we 
want to do it right. That is why we will have a five-year strategic plan, not a five-month plan. 

And yes, we need your financial support to do the work.  

Without the passage of the levy in May, we will have to cut an additional 6% out of the budget on top of 
the efficiencies we are already pursuing.  

Without the resources, we will not be able to maintain all that we have, much less move forward. 

As our speakers this evening made vividly clear, Shaker is diverse in many ways – diverse not just in 
terms of race, but also religion, socioeconomic background, ethnic background, interests, points of view, 
and the challenges our students face.  

Shaker is the National Merit Scholar and the student who struggled to make it through high school in five 
years. 

Shaker is the child who enters kindergarten with a vocabulary of 3000 words and the kindergartner who 
knows 20,000 words. 

Shaker is the student who gets up an hour early to study Greek and the student who stays up late to take 
care of his ailing mother.   

Shaker is the boy who comes to school hungry because there was no food in the house and Shaker is the 
little girl whose autism makes it impossible for her to express herself. 

Shaker is the state championship team in hockey and Shaker is fifth graders learning to work together 
through outdoor team-building activities. 

Shaker is the 13 year old who is bullied online and the 13 year old who does the bullying. 

Shaker is the senior who has been in Shaker since the first day of kindergarten, and the 7th grader who 
transferred from a nearby district at the most vulnerable time of adolescence, and the 5 year-old from 
China who just started school last week not knowing a word of English. 

Shaker is the girl who found herself through theatre and the boy who does his homework so he can stay 
eligible for football. 

Shaker is the winner of a dozen art awards and Shaker is the child who can barely hold a pencil. 

This diversity is one of the beauties of Shaker Heights, and also one of our challenges. 

I know in my heart that we can meet these challenges… that we have the brains and the passion and the 
will to make this great school district even greater…. to make sure that every child gets the full benefit of 
all that we have to offer.  

I know that we as a community can do this…. 

Because WE….ARE…. SHAKER. 

 


