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Book Review
Reflections and Confessions

of an Educational Leader
by Mark Cohan, Ph.D.

Dr. Mark Cohan was teacher, assistant principal,
principal and superintendent in his career in
Connecticut.  In his 36th year in education he was
superintendent at Norwich Free Academy (NFA), one
of only three private/public schools in the State.  He
kept a form of diary reflecting not only what he was
doing as superintendent, but also his thinking about
our educational system and all of its disparate moving
parts.

In reading this book, board members get the chance
to better understand the issues faced by superinten-
dents.  They get some real perspective of how this
superintendent dealt with issues, especially as
Norwich, Connecticut and the United States faced the
Great Recession, starting in 2008.

The diary discusses the 2008-09 school year and
while he also deals with his earlier positions as a way
to broaden his discussion about his role at NFA, he
talks about how he tried to help students, as well as
how he made decisions on staffing and other issues.

Dr. Cohan pulls few punches as he discusses his
beliefs.  He writes about being a child of the ‘60s and
how his idealism, which continues to today, has
shaped his thinking.  He is tough in some areas and
provides much wisdom about teaching and working
with children, teachers and administrative staff.  He
discusses the things he has learned over the years,
which are not only applicable to superintendents and
other leaders, but also as life lessons.

I liked his admittedly-borrowed phrase, “the most

important things in life are not things” as he discussed
working with and helping people.  He also states that
“Success helps us to feel good about ourselves, es-
pecially success in meeting goals that we have had a
role in determining.  While love should be given freely,
self-esteem only comes from meaningful accomplish-
ment.”

He saves some of those harsh punches for “inept”
board members (never by name!) who had single-issue
agendas and who really didn’t understand their over-
sight role as board members. The strong adjectives he
uses in describing such board members may turn off
board members reading the book.  But, as leaders,
board members need to hear strong opinions and
critical, but, honest reflections of what superinten-
dents have seen and experienced.

I encourage readers to look beyond some of the
criticisms he leveled and consider the many thought-
provoking issues he raised.

Some of the criticisms he has of the education
system and the seeming inability of public education
to be more tolerant of needed change might be more in
dispute six years later as our system undergoes the
initiatives of the last few years.  Certainly, Dr. Cohan
would recognize how some of our status quo has
changed since ’08-’09.

Dr. Cohan now has begun a “second career” teach-
ing in Central Connecticut State University’s School of
Education. His book is available at Amazon by search-
ing for his name.  Once you get to that page, you can
see some thoughtful, well-written reviews by school
board members.
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