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NOBODY EVER TELLS ME ANYTHING 

  

The note from the principal read, "Would you drop by my office at your earliest convenience? There is a 

matter I would like to discuss with you." His curiosity piqued, Anthony Datto left the faculty mailboxes 

and walked down the hall to inquire. 

  

The school secretary was away from her post, so he strode directly to the principal's office. Mathilda 

Panopoulos was elbow-deep in a batch of papers as he tapped on her half-open door. "You wanted to see 

me, Miss Panopoulos?" he asked with a smile. 

  

She set the documents aside and gestured for him to take a chair. 

  

"I understand that Superintendent Dellaquila asked you to do some work for her," began the principal, a 

note of annoyance in her voice. "I wish she'd tell me when she asks one of my people to do something." 

She put her pencil on the desk with a bang. 

  

Datto felt a stab of anxiety—he was still in his first month as head of the high school media center—but 

tried to remain outwardly calm. He could see that every muscle of her face was tensed. "Didn't you learn 

anywhere along the line to keep your supervisor informed about what's going on?" she burst out 

indignantly. "Last night at the school committee meeting the superintendent announced that you were 

looking into this question of merit increases, and I knew nothing about it. You can imagine my 

consternation. Why didn’t you tell me?" 

  

Datto scrambled through his memory, trying to recall the details of the incident in question. Panopoulos 

put her arms on the desk and leaned forward. Her eyes were glinting with fury behind her glasses. 

Feeling like a naughty schoolboy, he had a momentary impulse to deny involvement. Instead, he took a 

breath and described the incident calmly and carefully. 

  

"The other day—Friday, it was—when Dr. Dellaquila was in the building, she stopped by the media 

center. I hadn't seen her since last spring, when you took me over to her office during the job interview 

process. She asked how I was getting along. In the course of our conversation the topic of merit 

increases and performance evaluation came up, and she told me about the teachers' reactions—" 
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"Can you speed this up?" broke in Panopoulos. 

  

Datto felt irritation sweep through him, but he persevered, keeping his voice steady. "I offered to do 

some research on the topic for her." It was a lie; she had asked him to do it. "After all, we librarians are 

trained to do research for people!" he added, with a subdued laugh. 

  

"Get on with it," said the principal in a slightly less severe tone. She sat back in her chair and crossed her 

legs. 

  

Datto hoped the more relaxed posture meant her anger was abating. "Well, that’s all it is," he said, trying 

to find a comfortable position on the hard chair. "I offered to put together a report for Dr. Dellaquila 

with whatever I could find out about the pros and cons of merit rating plans and performance 

evaluations for teachers. I've heard about the controversy from some of the teachers, and Dr. Dellaquila 

confirmed it. She seemed very eager for me to put something together for her. She said she thought a 

media specialist should undertake this sort of assignment. She really wants me to find this information." 

That was true; she had wanted him to do it, and she had initiated the request. 

  

The principal sprang up from her chair and began to walk around her office with decisive strides, but 

said nothing. The walls of the room were hung with various pictures and sketches, most unframed. She 

stopped and gazed absently at a Modigliani print, letting a long moment pass before she spoke. "You 

had Friday afternoon and yesterday to tell me about this," she said to the painting. She turned toward 

Datto. "You are not to do this project," she said firmly. "You've got enough to do. You’re still new. 

You're feeling your way in your job." 

  

The statement pierced his heart like a stiletto. "But I promised Dr. Dellaquila I'd do it," he said 

plaintively. "I told her I'd do it on my own time." 

  

"What!" She flung the word at him. "If you're going to spend your own time on school matters, you 

should spend it on matters pertaining to the library." 

  

It was on the tip of his tongue to say, "Must you speak to me so rudely?" But he held back. Clearly this 

was not the time to challenge her. He could see she was accustomed to having her own way. 



 
 

 
©2014 ABC-CLIO, LLC 

 
 

      
 

  

A long silence followed. She was the first to break it. "I tell you what," she announced in a slightly less 

terrible voice. "You come up with some way of evaluating your staff and assigning them merit 

increases. That would be a good thing for you to be doing. It'll keep you busy, and we need it. We don't 

have any policy on this at present; salary increases are automatic." She paused. "I want to see forms and 

hear the advantages and disadvantages of different systems. I also want to know your thoughts on 

linking merit increases to performance appraisals. Somebody told me there was a problem there." 

  

Datto felt the blood rush to his cheeks. He was very uncomfortable. He heard what she was saying, but 

his mind was occupied with thoughts of the superintendent. "What about Dr. Dellaquila?" he asked. 

"Who will tell her?" 

  

"I'll take care of that," responded the principal acerbically. She had moved back to her desk now and was 

sitting on the corner, looking down at him. "This isn't the first time she's pulled a stunt like this. I'll see 

her Thursday. Turns out I've been appointed to her ad hoc committee to look into this matter of faculty 

evaluation and merit increases." 

  

She coughed. "We also need a policy manual for the media center, and job descriptions. I've been told 

that job descriptions start with job audits. I'd like you to find out about job audits and tell me what we'd 

have to do and what outcomes to expect. As far as a policy manual is concerned, I have no idea what 

they cover or consist of. Your task would be to fill me in, and then to suggest how we might get one 

going. I have a feeling we'll be asked to do them," she said, rolling her eyes. 

  

The media specialist was determined not to let her arrogance paralyze his powers of speech or intimidate 

him any further. "I'd like to make sure I understand exactly what you'd like me to do," he began. "You'd 

like me to—” 

  

"Do I have to do it for you?" she snapped. "You had no trouble knowing what Dr. Dellaquila wanted." 

The principal returned to her chair and wheeled it close to her desk. "Look, I have lots of work to do. 

Come up with the things I want and show them to me in a month." Then she bent her head down and 

returned to her papers. As Datto bid her goodbye, she grunted at him without looking up. 
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Walking down the corridor to the media center, Anthony Datto reflected on the events that had brought 

him to this unhappy pass. 

  

* * * 

  

The city of Pritchard (population: 50,000) is a community of strong social and economic contrasts. In 

Upper Town the streets are broad, quiet, and tree-shaded; the homes are tall and heavy and look like 

battleships, each anchored in its private sea of grass. Lower Town, along the water's edge, is a district of 

crowded brick-and-frame buildings of varied heights. Here and there, old residences have had their 

ground floors turned into commercial space. In the center of town are the usual cluster of banks, stores, 

and office buildings; shopping centers are sprinkled throughout the various neighborhoods. The city 

boasts an excellent public library of 380,000 volumes, and is home to a state-supported university 

(Anthony Datto's alma mater) with an enrollment of 14,000. The Pritchard School District contains four 

elementary schools (grades K-6), two junior high schools (grades 7-9), and one high school (grades 10-

12), serving approximately 4,000 students from kindergarten through grade 12. The seven members of 

its board are elected for three-year terms. Each school has a library or media center, which is headed by 

a professional librarian. 

  

Mathilda Panopoulos, known as "Tilly" to her friends and colleagues but styled "Tilly the Hun" or just 

"the Hun" by her detractors, is a Pritchard native. She was born in Lower Town 60 years ago of Greek 

immigrant parents, and holds a bachelor of arts degree in English, earned at night from a nearby state 

college. She has worked in Pritchard public education for 35 years: seven years as a junior high school 

English teacher, four as an English teacher at the high school, three as head of the high school English 

department, and 21 in her present position. 

  

She is a controversial figure with a reputation for being direct and gruff. Friend and foe alike 

acknowledge her abilities in the technical aspects of her job; however, her strong opinions, dictatorial 

attitude, and attempts to dominate teachers and staff have made her many enemies. Few people have 

ever deliberately crossed her—including students, whom she controls with an iron hand. 

  

She vehemently resists what she calls "undigested novelties" and "frills and fripperies" in teaching 

methodologies. Many parents appreciate her traditionalist approach, but others clamor for change. Two 
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recently elected school board members have announced their intention of "ridding the high school of 

Tilly Panopoulos"—to which she replies, with a shrug, "Let them try. They'll get the fight of their lives." 

  

When Amanda R. Dellaquila was hired last year as superintendent of schools, all agreed she was the 

proper choice for the position. At the age of 38 she holds a doctorate in education and master's degrees 

in education and English. Having come to this part of the country from a school district 2,000 miles 

away, she is considered an educator of the highest professional standing. She has published two books 

and numerous articles on education; as a speaker, she is in high demand. 

  

She is a woman of unassailable integrity who often reminds her principals, department heads, and 

teachers to regard her as their "colleague with special responsibilities." Anyone who has a complaint, a 

suggestion, a grievance, or who "merely wants to chat" finds that her door is always open. She enjoys 

talking informally with people—teachers, students, parents, and others—wherever she meets them, in 

the schools or out in the wider world. She has made a habit of submitting policy proposals to teacher 

organizations for study and suggestions before she sends them to the school board for adoption. While 

teachers' recommendations are not always accepted, enough have been incorporated that teachers 

believe she genuinely does want a democratic school system. Rumor has it that the superintendent 

"tolerates" Mathilda Panopoulos, having tried many times to engage her in meaningful dialogue only to 

find the principal “set in her opinions.” As one teacher quipped, "She came here saying, like Will 

Rogers, that she never met a person she didn't like—then she met Tilly the Hun!" 

  

Anthony Datto was born 25 years ago in Smithton, a village located about 40 miles north of Pritchard. 

He graduated from library school a year and a half ago, then did a one-year stint as an assistant media 

specialist in a middle school prior to assuming his post at Pritchard High. 

  

It was at the weekly school board meeting on Monday night that the subject of merit increases and 

performance appraisal came up. The topic was introduced by one of the two newest board members. He 

inquired about the wage and salary policy, and how teachers are evaluated. The superintendent stated 

that she herself was eager to investigate this issue, because for all practical purposes, salary increases 

were automatic and equal across the board. 

  

The board member registered surprise. "You mean that good performance isn’t rewarded and poor 

performance isn’t punished?" he said. "It’s foolish to automatically give everyone the same percentage. 
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The private sector has developed ways of identifying and compensating good people. Surely some of 

these techniques will work for the field of education." 

  

In the ensuing discussion, the superintendent reminded the group that identifying good and poor teachers 

is difficult, saying she was always on the "lookout for effective ways." 

  

"That seems hard to believe," was the committeeman's response. "Parents certainly know who the good 

teachers are, and so do the kids." 

  

Several more questions and comments were aired, including a few by members of the professional 

association, who always attend the meetings. An ad hoc committee—to consist of one school committee 

member, one principal, one member of the professional association, and the superintendent—was 

proposed to "investigate the issue of merit rating plans and employee performance appraisal systems 

with a view to identifying and awarding larger increments to outstanding teachers." The board passed 

the motion unanimously. As she moved on to the next agenda item, Dellaquila noted with a slight smile, 

that Frederick Herzberg had found money not to be a motivator. Several people smiled—some of whom 

had no idea what she was talking about—but not one bothered to pursue the point. 

  

At first, nothing seemed particularly ominous about the formation of the ad hoc committee. In its 

Wednesday edition, the Pritchard Observer, which routinely covers board meetings, merely reported 

that the discussion had taken place. But as teachers began to talk about the committee's purpose, 

apprehension grew. Battle lines were quickly drawn. A minority favored the notion of rewarding the 

"best" teachers, but most were opposed. Their main arguments were: merit increases are unfair and 

destroy morale; no satisfactory metric of teacher effectiveness exists; and favoritism inevitably enters 

into performance evaluation. Before long the teachers were in a state of turmoil. 

  

When he arrived back at the media center, Anthony Datto slipped immediately into his glass-enclosed 

office, to the right of the entrance. Instead of going to his desk, he lingered idly at the window, watching 

the rain spatter the pavement outside. He perceived that his life would be full of these horrible 

encounters unless he could discover a way to deal with her surly ferocity. But what could he do? 

Quitting was out of the question. He had signed a virtually unbreakable two-year lease on an apartment 

and was making heavy monthly payments on a car. There were no jobs available at the public library or 

at the university— and anyway he wanted to be a media specialist in a high school. Plus he liked 
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everything else about Pritchard High. He did not want to leave. But why had he lied? And about such a 

silly matter? Mathilda Panopoulos's manner made people feel like irrational children: guilty, apologetic, 

foolish. Should he tell her the truth? But what difference did it make? Was the offense that monstrous? 

His thoughts cycled through the questions again and again. 

  

A hesitant knock at the door brought him back to earth. "Come in," he said as two of his professional 

assistants, Madge Beck and Dorothy Lehmann, entered the office. 

  

Beck, an 18-year veteran, said with concern, "When you walked in here, Tony, you looked as if you had 

just seen a ghost. Is something wrong?" 

  

"Oh, I'm okay, I guess," said Datto. "I just got royally chewed out by Tilly." The assistants exchanged a 

quick glance. 

  

"Want to talk about it?" asked Lehmann solicitously. She had been on the staff for a year, and had not 

applied to be head of the media center because she felt unready for the challenge. The third assistant, 

Alfred MacIntosh, had four years under his belt, but, like Lehmann, did not aspire to the position. 

Lehmann and MacIntosh were in their late twenties, slightly older than their supervisor. 

  

"Actually, yes, thanks," said Datto, as he removed a stack of books from one of the two guest chairs. 

"Perhaps you could also fill me in on some of our procedures." 

  

They sat down. Datto gave an account of both incidents—again omitting to mention Dr. Dellaquila had 

made the original suggestion. When he had finished Beck said reassuringly, "Don't let old Tilly bother 

you. She can be a witch at times. She's a Jekyll and Hyde, if ever there was one. One minute she's fine; 

the next, she's a monster. When you've been here a while, you'll see it's hard to avoid run-ins with her." 

  

Lehmann said, "Alf is convinced she chews broken bottles and wears barbed wire next to her skin." 

They chuckled. "You know, of course, that your predecessor left because she couldn't take her." 

  

"No, I didn't know that," said Datto. "When Tilly interviewed me, she just said she had left to take a job 

in a college library." 
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"That's true," said Beck. "But the Hun drove her out of here. She stood it for two years. That was as long 

as she could take it." 

  

"And you've never wanted to be head," Lehmann said to Beck, who nodded. 

  

"I couldn't report directly to her," Beck said with a grimace. "I need a buffer between me and her." 

  

"Funny," he said, "you didn't warn me about her during my interview. I've never encountered anyone 

like her in my life." 

  

"We thought of it," said Beck, "but we liked you and wanted you to take the job." 

  

He smiled self-consciously. "Actually, I'm flattered and pleased to hear that. Thanks." 

  

"And we certainly hope you won't consider leaving," said Lehmann. 

Beck concurred with a nod. "At the time we decided it wouldn't be professional to speak disparagingly 

to a stranger—which you were then—about a colleague, which after all she is." She smiled archly. 

  

Lehmann said, "You may remember we fudged when you asked about her. If I remember correctly, Alf 

did say something about her being a stern taskmaster, but that was all we told you. Alf wanted to warn 

you in detail, but we agreed that telling you she was a taskmaster was as far as we should go." 

  

"You know, Tilly wasn't bad during my interview with her," Datto recalled. "A bit gruff, maybe, but not 

bad. Inconsistent, I'd say. One moment she was fine, and the next . . . well . . . crotchety. I felt I could 

work with her, though." 

  

"If Alf had had his way," said Beck, "we would have given you all the lowdown on Tilly the Hun." 

  

"Well, you're certainly loyal," sighed Datto. 

  

"I know that loyalty question is one that bothers Alf," Lehmann said. "We talked about it a lot." 

  



 
 

 
©2014 ABC-CLIO, LLC 

 
 

      
 

Beck said, "I've always felt that professionals should stick together and not wash their dirty linen in front 

of others—particularly strangers." 

  

"Not even friends and relatives," Lehmann chimed in. 

  

Beck nodded and went on. "I'd be disappointed to learn that my boss or subordinates—or peers for that 

matter—told tales out of school about me to others. I'd hate to have my shortcomings broadcast around." 

  

"I agree,” said Lehmann. “I think that if we have a problem at work, we should discuss it among 

ourselves and not go spreading it all over the neighborhood." 

  

"Just one more point, if I may," Beck said, sensing that it was about time to end the discussion. "In 

general I feel that librarians tend to be terribly critical and unsupportive of one another. Much as I hate 

to admit it," she added with a wry smile, "some of my best friends are librarians, and I can't get over 

how they tear their absent colleagues to shreds when they're together. It makes me flinch sometimes." 

  

"I know what you mean," Datto said. "It bothers me, too. I suppose it happens in every profession." 

  

Changing the subject, he wondered aloud whether he would be better off reporting to the assistant 

principal. Beck pointed out that the assistant had only as much authority as the principal was willing to 

give him, and that was not much. 

  

"Besides," she said, "his is a staff position, and he'd only have to clear everything with Tilly anyway." 

She added that she felt sorry for the assistant because he had so little power. 

  

Under the circumstances, Datto concluded, he would have to find a way to work with Mathilda 

Panopoulos. He turned to a different topic. "While I have you here," he said, "I wonder if you'd fill me 

in on how you've been evaluated and given raises in the past." 

  

The women explained that because no formalized appraisal procedures existed, previous LMC heads 

had merely had informal (and infrequent) chats with them about their performance, rarely discussing 

individual strengths and weaknesses. Admitting they did not evaluate their technicians or aides either, 

they confirmed that salary increases were automatic and had nothing to do with performance. 
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Datto thanked them for letting him unburden himself, and they parted. He reached for a pen and a pad 

and began to make some notes about the Pritchard High School Media Center, also drawing a rough 

sketch of the organization chart (Appendix I). 

  

When he had finished he looked down at his notes, but his thoughts were elsewhere. He pondered how 

to proceed with the principal's requests and what he should do about the promise he made to Dr. 

Dellaquila. His mind flew back to the humiliating episode with Mathilda Panopoulos. It had been truly 

unpleasant. How was he to handle her behavior? Would reading up on kinesics help? He had always 

been skeptical of such things. As far as he was concerned, the study of nonverbal communication was a 

pseudo-science, the work of dilettantes. And yet the great Charles Darwin himself had explored the 

meaning of facial expressions among humans and animals. Those who followed delved into the 

syntactic language of gesture and movement. It occurred to him that this material might help him 

understand and communicate with Mathilda Panopoulos, and he resolved to do some research on the 

topic as soon as possible. He would also do her research project. After all, it was his job, regardless of 

his personal feelings. Was there something not quite right about that discussion with his assistants? It 

seemed to him that they had violated some of their rules. But like Scarlett O'Hara, he would think of that 

tomorrow. As he turned again to the Amanda Dellaquila matter, the bell rang. A new class would be 

arriving. He got up and walked out into the media center, the matter still unresolved. 

  

  

APPENDIX I 

PRITCHARD HIGH LMC 

  

Students: 1,100 

Professional staff: all library school graduates; all properly certified; tenured: Beck & MacIntosh 

Head of the LMC: Datto (equivalent to department head) 

Media Professionals: Beck, MacIntosh, Lehmann (equivalent to teachers) 

Media Technicians: Gottstein; Nesbitt; Wright, J.; Sharp (equivalent to skilled maintenance personnel) 

Media Aides: Wright, P.; Welch; Foley (equivalent to clerks, office staff) 

Student Assistants: 4 
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Responsibilities 

  

Datto: Overall administration 

Beck: Technical services, circulation 

MacIntosh: Planning and implementing curriculum, instruction (for students) and in-service (for 

teachers), reference and reading services 

Lehmann: Production and design 

  

  

Adapted from a case written by Dr. A. J. Anderson, Professor Emeritus, GSLIS, Simmons College. 

Taken from Problems in Library Management, Chapter 10. 
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