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From 1998 until 2002 I had the privilege of being the 
Commissioner of Education for the State of New Hamp
shire. That I was the first commissioner who was also a 
woman was, for me, the "frosting on the cake." Having 
served as a teacher, school principal, superintendent of 
schools and Deputy Commissioner of Education, I be
lieved that my training and experiences had fully prepared 
me for the road that was ahead. I came to believe, how
ever, that while I would not have wanted to assume the role 
of Commissioner without such experiences, nothing can 
truly prepare one for the variety of challenges that await a 
state commissioner. 

My tenure was marked by a series of events that, 
much like one's own life, could not have been anticipated 
at its outset. These events represented a "sea change" in 
the culture of the state. I will briefly recount these matters 
and then move on to my reflections of the role of the Com
missioner and my own perception of that role. 

History: 
Lawsuit: 

In 1992, five school districts sued the state in a case 
that would come to be known as the "Claremont Law 
Suit." In that suit, the plaintiffs charged that the right to 
a free, public education is a fundamental right of the chil
dren of New Hampshire and, further, that it was the duty 
of the state to provide that education as defined in the state 
constitution. The State Supreme Court remanded the case 
to the Superior Court. There were two lengthy trials (Cla
remont I and II). In both trials the Superior Court found in 
favor of the state. The plaintiffs took their case to the State 
Supreme Court and, on December 17, 1997, that Court 
found in favor of the plaintiffs. In addition, the Court di
rected the governor and the legislature to find a solution to 
the "inadequate" funding problem that was "fair and pro
portional across the state." The Court further said that the 
"adequacy" of the education provided to the children had 
to include in its definition those components that would 
equip a child for the next century and for membership in 
the global economy. 

The belief and adherence to the culture of local con
trol as THE form of governance goes deep into the soil and 
soul of the people of this state. With, as someone once de
scribed to me, the "village mentality" of the state, a deci
sion made by a state agency dictating the way in which lo
cal government would conduct business sent shock waves 
of hostility and resentment across New Hampshire. To have 
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the state capital, 
Concord, attempt 
to dictate to the 
"village citizen" 
was as onerous 
to him as would 
be the dictates of 
Washington, D.C. 

The gover-
nance structure of 
the state supports 
this view. The 
Legislature consists of 400 members in the House of Rep
resentatives and there are 24 members of the Senate. The 
Office of the Governor is distinctive in what it can prevent, 
not what it can initiate, except by consistent and constant 
negotiations with both governing bodies. This approach to 
governance was deliberately designed to keep control in 
the hands of the individual towns and cities as represented 
by, in particular, the membership of the House of Repre
sentatives. 

A salient fact in this dispute at that time was that the 
funding for local schools was supported almost completely 
(97%) by the local towns and cities through their property 
taxes. When one combines the state governance culture 
with the funding method for education, it is not difficult 
to understand the resistance by the citizenry to any kind of 
"dictate" from Concord. 

Change: 
Other factors combined to continue the "sea change" 

in the culture of the state: 
Demographics: 

While recovering from the economic depression of 
the l 980's, the state experienced an influx of people into 
its "southern tier." This geographic area is located below 
Concord and borders the state of Massachusetts. Over 
70,000 people traveled south each day from New Hamp
shire to Massachusetts to their place of employment. Peo
ple were attracted to New Hampshire because it was les 
populated, was income tax free, and had houses that were 
less expensive than those in nearby Massachusetts. In one 
such border community alone, 200 children moved into 
the town every year for six years. Over time, this new pop
ulation wanted the same services that they had received 
in their former state. While there are only approximately 
one million people in the state of New Hampshire, well 
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over half of that number lived in the "southern tier" of the 
state. 
Politics: 

In the early history of the Claremont lawsuit, the state 
was governed by a conservative Republican governor and 
legislature. Except for excoriating the decision of the Su
preme Court, the way in which they chose to address the 
lawsuit was to ignore it. The only statewide newspaper 
continued the drumbeat against the Court and for the right 
oflocal governance and decision-making. Additionally, the 
State Board of Education, whose members are appointed 
by the governor, was in agreement with this position. 

In 1998 the State Board of Education appointed me as 
Commissioner on the retirement of the previous Commis
sioner. (Since this time, the law for the appointment of the 
Commissioner has been changed so that the governor now 
directly appoints the Commissioner.) 

There are many distorted perceptions concerning the 
role of the Commissioner of Education. Every constituen
cy believes that the Commissioner works for them, includ
ing the Legislature (creator of agency budgets), the public, 
the educational organizations, the superintendents and the 
Governor. In fact, the Office of the Commissioner falls 
under the executive branch of government and, therefore, 
is directly responsible to the Governor and the State Board 
of Education. 

In my opinion, establishing and retaining the confi
dence of these various groups requires: integrity, a long
term view, a personal belief system, tenacity, patience, 
calmness (at least in public!), communication skills and a 
sense of humor. One must be an honest broker in working 
with a variety of constituencies so that while some may 
not agree with your stance on some issues, they always 
believe in the integrity with which you approach those is
sues. 

In 1996, a Democrat, who was also a woman, was 
elected as Governor of New Hampshire. She had cam
paigned on the issue of education and lower electric rates. 
Her election changed and elevated the tone of the public 
debate on education. A number of State Board members 
resigned their position, influenced largely by the fact that 
the previous chairman of the board had been the new gov
ernor's opponent in the race for that office. 

With the advent of a new State Board of Education 
in 1996, a more collaborative relationship was established 
between the Department of Education, the citizens of New 
Hampshire and a State Board whose goals (if not the indi
vidual objectives) were essentially the same. A new Board 
chairman consistently and coherently expressed support 
for public education and consensus building among the 
public. Staff of the Department of Education and the pub
lic grew more confident in the policies of the Board as 
they witnessed members expressing both their own sup-
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port for public education and their desire to work along
side a variety of associations and citizen groups who sup
ported public schools. The members of the Board became 
critical friends and thoughtful participants in the myriad 
of issues with which the Board dealt with in those times. 
As Commissioner, they gave me a level playing field to 
work with and a sounding board of substance. While we 
did not always agree, we always respected one another's 
views. We were all headed in the same direction although 
our routes to our goal might have varied. They understood 
and respected the political, public processes and they had 
knowledge and even savvy about the workings of organi
zations. They and their predecessors have confirmed in me 
a number of "lessons learned": 

• Leadership is a critical component in roles of re
sponsibility, and one cannot be an effective leader 
unless one knows and practices what one believes. 

• Without a focus on the mission, the ability of an 
organization to achieve its goals is severely com
promised. 

• Professional, mature, competent people, committed 
to the mission of the organization, can make a signif
icant difference in the lives of the people they serve. 

• The best way to motivate other people is to cultivate 
a sense of shared responsibility. 

• Listen to others constantly and carefully. 
• Communicate, communicate, communicate. 
• Be persistent. 
• Remember, change is very difficult - it signifies 

a loss. 
• Change can happen quickly, but sustained change 

takes time and commitment from like-minded 
people. It does not immediately lead to the 
"Promised Land" - nor does it vanquish all 
adversaries. 

• One cannot work long in a place whose values are 
substantially different from one's own. 

• One must be prepared to leave a position if one's 
integrity and beliefs are being compromised. 
At the end of the day, one must be true to one-self. 

My experiences during my time as Commissioner of 
Education in New Hampshire reinforced my belief that 
most people are good and are concerned with enhancing 
the well-being of the citizenry. It is in the "how" we ac
complish that goal in the context of differing experiences 
and views that the challenges of leadership reside. 

Elizabeth Twomey served as the New Hampshire Commissioner 
of Education from 1998-2002 and is the Chair of the Doctoral 
Program at the Lynch School of Education at Boston College in 
Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts. 
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