Back to School Night 2009
For Color Day last year, the faculty and staff performed a dance to Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” in the assembly.  It had been a while since I had memorized choreography, something that used to come pretty easily to me.  This time around, I found it to be a challenge, but a really good one.  I realized that it had me using different parts of my brain to memorize and move.  I decided that I needed to put that kind of activity back into my life for mental and physical exercise.  

At about the same time, I was given a game called “Rush Hour.”  There is also a version called “Traffic Jam.”  Maybe you have played it.  I find it really fun and, at times, challenging.  The object is to get a designated car out of a traffic jam involving lots of cars and trucks.  You can only move the cars backward or forward, and sometimes it takes a lot of moves and strategizing.  Sometimes, you even have to go backward to make progress.  There are times in these games when it’s not just the car that’s stuck in traffic, but the brain is, too.  You can look and look and not see a solution.  When that happens, sometimes I turn the game upside down or at a forty-five degree angle.  Just that change in perspective can make all of the difference and get us “unstuck,” and thinking creatively again. 
Artists sometimes use the technique of looking at things from a different perspective.  Last week, I went to Mr. Webber’s painting and drawing class.  He had students engage the right sides of their brains.  By turning a picture upside down, students were seeing lines as parts of a whole instead of trying to recreate the picture from its already-familiar shapes or based on previous experience.  Students who would have felt unable to recreate the picture in the standard way were all having success when they took a different view.
The game “Rush Hour” has become my metaphor for looking at things differently.  In life, sometimes you need to go backward to make real progress.  Sometimes, we can be near a solution but not see it because we keep looking at a challenge from the same perspective and we don’t see options that can lead us to success.

At times, that forty-five or ninety degree shift can mean standing in someone else’s shoes.  When we try to understand another person’s perspective or interests, we can find that a solution is much closer than we may have imagined.  We ask students to do this in their schoolwork when they analyze literature from a character’s point of view or when they dissect historical events.

With national, state, and local finances an ongoing issue and scarcity a reality even in schools, it becomes useful, and even essential, to shift perspective, put that metaphorical car or truck in reverse, and look at what we need in order to move forward to provide the most appropriate programs for our students.
There is a high school History/Social Science standard about developing points of view.  All of us in this room tonight are a community, but even in this community, not everyone thinks alike or sees things the same way.  We find ways, then, to engage in civil discourse around the issues that we all see differently.  When we get stuck in our thinking, it really helps to bring others in to share their ways of looking at things and to kick-start new ideas.
This school year, like most, will bring any amount of wonderful experiences and probably some challenges, as well.  As we move together through the high school experience, I invite you to think about that traffic jam game.  As gridlock seems inevitable, let’s turn our game forty-five or ninety degrees, take a different perspective, and work together for positive results. 
I am so pleased to welcome you to this year at SPHS to continue to work with us and think with us as we plan and provide the programs and opportunities for the people we all care about the most, your children, our students.
