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Let me try to frame my remarks in the context of both knowing this is your closing session and you will be going off to take the benefits of what’s happened for you in the course of this conference back. And the analog for me is that at the end of a great day in a classroom or school, kids leave and they go home and they take what you gave them and then they try to hold it. It’s not a conscious act, it’s a virtual act in some ways, in the sense that they sort of commit it to a mental level of their life and they begin to sort of live it out maybe even replaying it a little bit at the kitchen table or over the course of conversation at home. But they are touched by you, and clearly this conference has touched many of you, I have had a number of people who have come to me in the brief morning and simply indicated that they were extra-ordinarily encouraged by the work of the faculty and the kinds of experiences and kinds of knowledge that got shared here. So, in keeping with that sort of tradition of really just allowing people to both be touched and then to do something, you are now being called upon. 

This isn’t just a conference in which you leave with a sense of yourself and so forth; this is a conference where you clearly are being asked to commit to something, to do something with what happened. So I would like to make my remarks to the kind of, “What do we do?” It’ll be Monday soon.  My sense is that the work that the nation has yet to figure out stems from a very interesting piece of data. In the mid-eighties, roughly eighty-five percent of the school-aged population attended public schools. Now, here we are in 2007 and roughly eighty-five closer to eighty-seven percent of the school aged-population in America attends public schools. Not a lot has changed in those numbers, what has changed is who they are, what they look like, what language they speak, what their conditions at home are? You are being asked in a sense, and I say this with due respect to the prayerful, but you are being asked to make a way out of no way. And as you leave here today part of your strategy, both emotionally and tactically has to be about the business of harnessing what you know, strategy-wise, to making a way out of no way. You have children, who, if it is true that demographic shifts are moving much faster than any of us would know, you have in your district what I have in my district. And if you don’t, snap your fingers twice and you will.  You have children who are diamonds in a big rough. They are going to be asking you to help them read. They are going to ask you, come Monday, to make their home and their home life better, they will ask you that “How will I get to college?” “What is the SAT?” “Is that the same as FCAT?”, one little boy said to me one day.  “Cause if it is I ain’t taking it.”

We got children who are trying to make a clear relationship between effort to do something and earning. What’s the consequence of having done all this work? It’s unclear in their minds as to whether or not a large degree or high degree of effort is worth the earning. So why not commit to a different strategy, which is- let me just take it, there will be a lot of children who will not be there to ask these questions because they die. And increasingly larger numbers of black and brown children all throughout this state and all throughout this country, who are the ones this country has never really demonstrated the capacity and in many cases the will to teach. Those children will be asking you, “Where will I go?” The record is not clear. The road is not clear. It’s hard for me to figure out where am I supposed to place my feet. I’m an eighth grader. I’m a ninth grader. I don’t want to play football. I don’t know how to play basketball. I’m told that I could be pretty smart. But help me school to figure out if that’s true. So all of those representing the faces of the eighty-five to eighty-seven percent who are now in your school. And it does not matter where you live, it really doesn’t matter because less you think that this is an inner-city issue, this is completely transformative of the suburban communities as well. It is completely explicable and completely true in rural communities on reservations all throughout this country. The country has lost its way and essentially is now asking public educators and reform minded people particularly. Help us find a way out of no way. We’ve lost our way. 

So, part of what I would ask is that you actually give some thought to doing several things, some of which I outline in the book, but its really much more of a question of not simply repeating what we have done in the last thirty-five to forty years. Here are the things that I would suggest that we get busy trying to do at this mode of tactical level. One is we actually have to start thinking about expanding this conversation so that it is not a conversation about testing. It is not a conversation about testing. We have allowed, by our silence and by our complexity, we have allowed others to define what the agenda of public education should actually look like. It’s never ever been, and it will not ever be, that our children get better because we test them more often. That is not the formula. It is important, let’s be honest, it is important to assess what they know. It is important to determine whether or not the next day’s prescription, the next day’s lesson plan makes sense in the context of what we knew the day before or what these children demonstrated both their interest in or knowledge of the day before. That is important. It is important for us to really look at this in the form and context of subgroups. That’s important but it is not an answer, it is simply an opening to the answer. The answer is in teaching. So, a good deal of our conversation now has to be about teaching, and we have to drive that conversation. 

I am so tired of hearing people, most of whom have not spent an hour, let alone in a poor school, never spent an hour in any school, other than for the purposes of taking pictures. I’m tired of people coming in and arguing that because I ran half of the United States military, I can do what you do. I am tired of hearing that. I could be a principle. I could have been a teacher. In my organization we teach, too. Who do you teach?  Well we have sales people that we work with. Hell no!! This is not what I am talking about here. This is a fourth grader- this is a child- who is curious beyond what your sales person could ever be. This is a child who feels and speaks un-editedly as to what they feel. So I need you to rethink what you say about your capacity to do this work. A lot of people out here who are running the game of public education and they have not ever been on this street. So, part of our mission seems to me is that we actually have to get smart about expanding this conversation less about assessment and more about teaching more about strategy. Specific strategy, literacy based strategy, mathematic strategy, strategy by which we use the arts as a way of stimulating how the human brain works, whether it is in the Bronx, whether it’s in Liberty City or whether it’s in a suburban community outside of Chicago. Any mind, any human mind, can raise its hand and be proud of the fact that they can make sense out of any cognitive body of work that is capable of being taught, if they are taught. And if in fact we use the arts. So it’s time for us to start pushing those walls out and out and out and less of the conversation will devolve to this “Well, what did you get on that FCAT?” “Did you make AYP? You know your school is going to be sanctioned.” We have got to have enough courage to say ‘yea that ain’t the issue’. Mister, Miss, Doctor, whomever it is.  That’s not the issue.  The issue was whether or not that child knows how to talk. How long? What content? In what way? At what level? Are we talking about mastery here or we just talking acquisition? I mean it is time for America to start thinking about this in context of its own global shifts. Because the rest of the world really is about mastery right now. It is about mastery and application. It really wants to know- what can you do? Show me now. How many languages do you speak? Let me hear you. And our children are being put through this sort of steel-mill operation of- just show me what you can do in readiness for the test. 

Forget the words global competition. We’re not gonna ever see a return in my mind to the issue of global dominance. Too many people have access to the knowledge of how do you make a bomb,for us to be talking dominance. This is ultimately going to be a question of global collaboration. And the ways by which you will work in a globally collaborative world are very different than the ways by which we worked in the past twenty, thirty, or forty years in a globally domineering world. America cannot dominate this conversation in the same quiet as it used to do. So the global markets that will hire children, the global markets that will interview these children, will be markets that ultimately ask of them a skill set that I would ask- have we begun to use our elementary, our pre-school, our kindergarten, our middle school, our high school curriculum and time in the day? Have we actually used that to give them those skill sets?  Have we actually enabled them to act responsibly in a global world that literally, as has been talked about by Freedman and others, that is literally flat. And for those people who are running schools, teaching in schools, the question for me in that context is- have you angled your school? Have you created maybe the perfect pitch of your school such that the children in your school, if it is in fact, a globally flat world, tilted, so that our kids get the benefit of the role? 

These are the kinds of things that we now have to have the courage to kind of push onto the floor. If in fact we were to teach our children something beyond wrote memorization of skills and knowledge for purposes of being to be able to take the test. I have often asked myself, what are the other domains? What are the other areas that we would pursue? Here is what I think they are. One is we would actually start having children develop a sense beyond academic preparation. We would actually start having them have a sense of their own occupational literacy. The fact of the matter is, children will go to work. Kids in high school will literally have to ask and answer questions about their viability as member of a team outside, outside of their high school work. Again the question is what we are doing in high schools to give kids access to applied learning strategies and applied learning in content, and then the ability through internships to connect that applied learning to what they want to do in their career. I had a young man who one day said to me in New York City actually said to me in the men’s room, I said as we we’re walking out the door I said, “Jason, where are you going?” He said, “Chancellor, I am going down stairs. I am going to interview on the sixth floor, in the personnel department.  I am going to be the person who takes the resumes in, and makes sure that they have all of the packets complete when candidates come in for jobs.” I said, “Jason, that is a fabulous job.” He said, “Yeah, I’m really excited about it.  I am going down to interview for it now.” Where upon he left the men’s room, got to the elevator, and- I watched him do this- I thought the child had lost his mind- he pulled his pants down, pulled his shirt out and stood at the elevator, waiting for the elevator to come. And I’m watching him thinking to myself,  I thought this child just said he’s going downstairs to interview for a job.


I called him and said “Jason where did you say you were going?” He said, “I am going downstairs Chancellor, hold up, the elevator is just coming.” I said, “Jason, Jason, no, no son let that elevator go, come back in here.” He came back in the men’s room and I said to him, “Jason now listen, I’m going to have this conversation with you one of two ways, I can do it as your daddy or as Chancellor. About either way it’s going to come out of my mouth pretty much the same way, right.” I said “Son, pull up those damn pants and put that shirt inside your pants, boy.” He looked at me, and the look on his face was the look of someone who thought I was wrong. The look on his face was, “Why are you giving me the wrong answers to the test I am about to take?” And the fact that he had this incredulous look on his face suggested to me this is a young man who has spent four years of a high school education and does not know the rules of the road. Does not understand that there is a first impression, does not understand how to get hooked up for the moment. Does not understand how to be bilingual, that I can be in Brooklyn by night, but by day I got to be on the sixth floor interviewing for this job. And he didn’t understand that so much so that his eyes penetrated my heart and he looked at me like- Chancellor in affect- why you- I’m fine. It struck me as being one of the most insidious, most racist things you can do, is to let poor children of any color, but specifically poor black and poor brown children, go through four years of high school and never know the rules of the road. Then we pray, then comes Sunday and we pray. We go to some place in our respected world and we say we pray for Jason and all the children in the world. 

Jason has to make a way out of no way. And I will ask- what did you help him do? What was that high school first period, second period and third period all about, if it didn’t give him the rules of this road? Then what did it give him? Makes us have to re-examine the carnagy unit, it makes us have to re-examine whether or not the way by which we have organized high school instruction currently makes sense. Makes us have to re-examine whether or not we actually have specific skilled minds in mind when we are actually educating our children. Whether or not we really expect them to go to a four year or two year institution or whether we really expect them to just kind of make it on their own. So, making me- actually Miami- a whole notion- of secondary reform, is that you will need a level of adequacy in terms of your occupational knowledge, your ethic, your ability to understand work, your ability to work in a team, your ability to completely commit to a mission and a goal of an organization. You need to know that and the globe needs you to know that. And the fact that you live in Bedsty or the fact that you live in Liberty City, or the fact that you live up here in Tampa does not matter. What matters is what do you know here. And the fact that you are six feet tall and can dunk a ball today does not matter. So, it is time for us to push those things out on the table. 

A secondary of competence, if you will, from me will be this whole question of civic literacy- that there is a need for us to get smart about children who literally are trying to figure out how does this world work. I mean, really, if it doesn’t work the way it works in my neighborhood, if that’s not what you want me to learn, then how does it work and what is my contribution to it? What are you asking me to do? Is all that’s required for me to be a member of democracy, do I just vote? Is that what you want me to do? Or are there other things that come with my responsibility to a greater body than myself, or my neighborhood or my immediate family, are there other things that come with this? 

So, here we are in a country talking about environmental global warming, here we are in a nation in a world talking about the need for young people to really begin to think about different ways by which to provide fuel and use fuel and create ways by which our livelihood will be shifted in terms of energy use and energy conservation. And I often ask myself when I hear this inconvenient truth, I literally ask myself- where will that start? Where will that shift start? That shift will start in a kindergarten, first grade classroom where a teacher says everybody’s got to pick up your mess. Clean up after yourselves. Don’t leave any trash out on the field. It starts in a fifth grade or sixth grade or high school someplace when someone is doing an internship around community service. These are things that we have to squeeze into what is now a very paraochial curriculum around what it means to be a person in this universe. What we are doing now is that we take a U.S. history course or a civics’ class, and we think that passes for a skill set that children will need to occupy the globe- and I am telling you that at least in our judgment it does not. It will satisfy the standard of state graduation, but it will not satisfy the standard of a global community that needs people to act affirmatively on issues like the environment and a whole host of other things. 

The last and certainly not least of these issues that we need to push out on the table has to do, in my mind, with a sense of personal literacy. This is a very, very confusing world. When I was a kid in New York you know you could- I told the story of my daughter or frankly when I was a kid-  you could do two pairs of sneakers from a little itty bitty store down on the corner or sometimes a drug store. Two pair of sneakers for twenty bucks. And boy, weren’t we special. Two pairs of  little sneakers might last about an hour and a half, but you had two. My daughter came home one day and said, “Dad I saw Janet Jackson on TV.” She was in elementary school, she said she saw Janet Jackson on TV and “I need a pair of sneakers like hers.” This is just prior to the opening of school. I said, “Well honey, I was  going to take you and get some new school clothes, but we don’t have to go get Janet Jackson’s sneakers.” Two pair, twenty dollars at Payless. I was so happy, I thought that she would be happy. She said “what?” I said “Honey just think about it, you have two pairs.” “But Dad I don’t want to go to P…” I said “Honey they are sneakers.” So, I dragged her to Payless and we went up and down the aisles in Payless. And this child’s lips about hit the floor. She looked at me each time I presented her with a pair- what about these, what about those- and finally, I gave up and said “Where do you want to go?” She said “I want to go to Footlocker.” I said, “Honey, what is that Footlocker?” “That’s where the sneakers are.” I said, “Alright, I’m going to take you to Footlocker sweetie, but we are only going to be there for about ten to fifteen minutes because I am sure we can find some other pair, we can find another pair some place else.” 

We got to Footlocker and here’s a gentleman out of nowhere in a uniform, an athletic uniform.  He comes out and he says, “Can I help you?” I said, “My daughter wants to buy a pair of sneakers.” Where upon I had no more got it out of my mouth, she was on the wall, at the wall, finding these Janet Jackson sneakers.  She found them. The gentlemen came back and put them on the counter. Now, I am 57 years old, so give you an idea as a boomer, you know truly in my day, two pair of U.S. Keds was the deal. I mean, if you had two of anything in New York when I was a kid you were doing something.  They put these sneakers on the counter, and I’m somewhat embarrassed to admit this. I looked at the box, which was slightly askance and the side of it had a set of numbers, and I swore these had to be the warehouse storage numbers of these things, because it just couldn’t have been the price.  Turns out that is in fact the price. So I get her, I buy these sneakers.  I bought them. I will never forget it.  8,9,9,8,H.  The H is what threw me, thinking it was the warehouse number.  I bought them ninety some odd dollars later.  

So, I get in the car and I roll up the windows to the car and I said to her, “Lauren, why, why do you feel at ten years old, sweetie, you need ninety dollars worth of sneakers, ninety dollars worth of sneakers.”  And I’m really what I’m angry about is that I bought them. You know, I’m taking it out on her, but the truth of the matter was, you know, I did it. She said, “Dad, Dad, everybody’s got them.”  I said, “No, baby, not everybody. Not everybody’s got these. I know thousands, I was superintendent at Sacramento at the time, I know thousands of children who don’t have these sneakers right here.”  I said, “What will happen if you go to your school and you don’t have these sneakers?” She said, “Everybody will laugh at me.” 

Now, I take this story to tell you that our children are confused about their worth versus the worth. And part of schooling is about establishing your primacy, who you are, absent your sneakers, absent the swoosh of Nike.  But who are you?  There was a wonderful time in our public education system when we actually taught things I would call the classics, but they really had to do with literature that litreally gave people a chance to go visit who they think they are through prose and through literature. And they would act out or maybe even listen to and play-act some of the characters of a Shakespearean play. Or they would get accustomed to hearing the ways by which the Greeks thought about tragic moments and they could literally visit tragedy without having tragedy visit them. Our children are in a world now where tragedy visits them. And they’re trying to understand who they are in the hype, in the midst of that tragedy. And they’ll come back to you on Monday and they’ll ask you about the SAT and they’ll want to know in the context of that- who am I?  In the context of the question about the SAT, is really, “Do you believe I can go there?” 

So, I say to you, that this is about personal literacy.  This is about people being grounded in who they are.  And you know, what I really have learned after many years in this business is that reform minded people, if you’re going to do anything at all, you have to be really grounded in who you are because these questions are completely without editorial comment. These questions are without a kid literally knowing the power of what they’re asking you. They’re really asking you to hoist yourself up on your own petard , they’re asking you to actually be vulnerable enough to know thy self and to play out for them who they therefore could be.  Could they be like you? Could they be like me?  A little boy said to me the other day, yesterday- we went to the United Way event and I walked in the room, similar to this, and kids came up with cameras and parents with their phone cameras and a little boy said, “Mr. Superintendent, may I have a picture with you?” and I said “Sure, son.”  Little itty-bitty kid, and I leaned down to have the picture taken and while I was leaning down to him he said, “You know, I’ve followed your career.”  It’s a funny thing and it’s a wonderfully warm thing, but the truth of the matter is, they are watching us.  They are watching us, they’re really trying to understand how to know themselves by knowing that you know yourself.  So, in many ways this business of reform is a way of simply putting you at a mental level in touch of how to be vulnerable to yourself, how to be knowledgeable about yourself.  What is it that you can do and what is it we can’t do.  What are the things that we actually know and what don’t we know.  And it’s important for us to be as completely honest and completely vulnerable to the truth on all fronts.  

Some of the data out of No Child Left Behind actually is compelling data.  We should really not ever forget that those data points helped us in many cases get a reference point for where our children were and what therefore they needed by way of skills and materials and programs and so on and so forth. But it is time, in closing, for us to end that period.  It is time for us to move beyond No Child Left Behind.  It is now time for us to stretch our wings out over the abyss, out over the abyss, and answer the questions that our children are asking.  And those people who have enough courage to be vulnerable, to literally sign up for the kind of reform that places them face to face, heart to heart, with teachers, with their parents, with communities, with kids, whose questions are literally going to push your spirit to the wall.  And it’ll either make you fly or it’ll make you want to find a quick resolve to the bottom.  One or the other, but you will play this next decade on the edge.  There will be nobody sitting in the middle of the field to play this to answer those questions.  You’re either going to play from the edges and win or you’re going to play it in the middle and fake the funk.  And people like me and others who are still doing this work will watch folks in the middle and will literally say, “You know what, you might talk the talk but you ain’t walking.”  Whether you be politicians, whether you be teachers, whether you be principals, whether you be superintendents, it is time for us to call it like you see it.  And there’s some people out here that been talking this so many times, for so many years, and they never done a doggone thing.  They never lifted a finger to help these children.  

It is time for us to literally create enough energy, create enough voice, create enough momentum to overcome the inertia and the stillness of the voices that have been silenced by fear.  Voices that have been silenced by folks who essentially don’t know, but don’t ever in fact want to open the jar to know.  So, I would simply say to you in closing, that this is a time for us to push out beyond the natural questions of what did you get on FCAT.  And to ask these other dimensions to start coming into the educational fold.  It will force us, therefore, to start having to build new structures.  You’re going to see that you have a design problem, not a pedagogical problem.  This is an engineering feat, that we’re being asked to do people, not a pedagogical feat.  We have the strategies, we know how to teach reading, we know how the brain works, we actually know what to do with the arts.  We simply don’t have the design the highway yet to do it.  Little girl said to me, “Chancellor I’d like you to come see me read.” I said, “Fine.” She wrote me a little letter the letter says ‘Dear Chancellor my name is Clarissa Rose Hernandez I am in the fourth grade a PS51 in Brooklyn.  Would you please come and hear me read?  And I thought to myself wow, this is maybe the highest calling that you could ever get. Got in the car, drove over, walked into the school, got into her classroom and there sits all of these little children in chairs so small my legs and butt could never get on them ever in life.  I walked into the classroom, Clarissa was seated with her back to me and one of her friends was seated with her face towards me and as I approached the chair, the table where she was, she immediately rose to the floor and she said, “(Gasp), and I wore my best dress today too.”  I want you to hear this in this spirit.  The real question is not whether Clarissa can wear her best dress.  She clearly is bringing 100% of her best self to school every single day.  She’s doing 100% of her best work for us every single day.  She is not the question.  The question is, “Can you wear your best dress?”

