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I’m really honored and pleased to be here today. I had the opportunity to sit in the back and listen to the words of parents. I listened to parents focus on the issues facing our children today. I listened to your focus on the big policies that are going to be moving this country thinking about what the future is going to bring with this unprecedented opportunity that we have in front of us. And I believe we have an unprecedented opportunity. I am very excited and honored to be a part of the Obama administration because many people push back on the very notions that we know are going to be responsible in the end for the success or failure of our country. I didn’t come here today to give you a “RAH RAH” speech. I’m here to talk to you today about the challenges before us and what we need to do together to actually address them. 
See, we are facing, frankly, an unprecedented economic crisis in our country. The nature of which is global and the ability of which we actually don’t know exactly all the things that are going to be required to get the job done. The truth of the matter is that we’re going to put this money into the Recovery Act. One hundred billion dollars is going to flow into education. And we’re going to have to make sure something good happens with it. But it won’t happen on its own. Ninety-five billion dollars of the one hundred billion dollars flows out on formula. And so even though we’re asking states for some assurance about what they’re going to do with the money, the reality is, it’s designed to flow. It’s designed to go to the states and for them to use it for the purposes of education. 

Let me as a quick question. How many of you in here know about how much in stimulus dollars is supposed to come into your state for education? If you do, raise your hand. Ok. Recovery.gov. Every hand in here needs to go up. And here’s why. We’ll have the inspector generals and we’ll have the government county office and we’ll have all those things to look to see what happened to the money after it’s gone. But the reality is, if the money is going to go to our children, if it’s going to go for the purposes of improving our education system, if it’s going to go for the kind of transformative change that we all know is required for this next generation of students to be competitive globally, it’s going to be up to you. 

We can do everything we can in Washington and it’s not going to matter. I hate to be the one to say it. I love what I do, I’m glad to be able to be there. But as you know, education is local. In the end, they don’t really care what we think. They care what you think, and all the people that you represent. So we have an unprecedented opportunity for us. We have a nation that has stepped up to the challenge of saying that, even after all the bickering of decades and decades about whether we should actually have common standards, forty-six states have recognized that we need internationally benchmarked standards that are going to allow our children to be competitive.

People said that was impossible. I hope you understand what it’s going to require before it’s done; your voices to carry it through. Again, the decision about standards relies in the hands of the governors and legislatures and commissioners of your states. And they will turn to you and ask “Is this what you want?” And I hope that that applause means that the answer is yes. 
The second thing that’s going to happen is, we’ve asked for some very difficult decisions to be made; decisions that we struggled with over time around our teachers and our leaders. And what we’re saying is, with you as active parents know it’s true, our teachers in general, there’s no one like them. They serve our children valiantly everyday. They do a job that many of us would never ever survive. My deepest respect goes to you. We need to encourage them, support them, reward them, and make it possible for them to do their jobs. We need to get all of the obstacles out of their way and create the kind of work places that make them want to come there every day and stay. And stay for year after year; because our children need them. And we know that the longer they’re there, the more they know about how to serve our students well. 
We also know that there’s ”amenorious” (NOTE TO READER: Transcriber could not identify word) teachers. And in your schools, you know who they are. Or when you hear that your child’s about to be assigned to that class, you do something about it. But not every parent does, and so children wind up in their classes. And they wind up in their classes every year. And now that we have in some places these data systems that can tell us which students are actually gaining a full year’s worth of work in a year, they’re learning what they were supposed to be learning that year. You can see that there is this percentage of teachers who every year, I’m not talking about not getting some of the students, I’m talking about year after year the majority of their students don’t gain a year. That means that every time you send a student into that class you are saying you’re going to be behind. This is a difficult conversation. It’s not about all teachers, but there are some people who are not great teachers.  Our children cannot speak for themselves on these issues. We have to be the one’s who speak for them. We have to be the ones who make the difficult decisions. We have to be the ones who will face the embedded interest and say enough… enough. We will support you.  We will help you. We will try everything we can to get you to be successful because our children’s lives depend on it. But once we have done that, if you still can’t get it done, you need to go. I appreciate those applauding, but the reality is that when it comes down to it, we all have known this for a long time. And the political will to actually do something about it has never before withstood the pressure to let the status quo remain. 
So I’m asking today, what is going to be different? What are you going to ask your members to do? How are  they going to engage in this conversation? How are you going to talk to your legislatures and the people involved in this decision making? What is going on with the negotiations of the teacher’s contracts in your community? What does happen to under- performing teachers in you school districts? When the stimulus package goes out and the states have to respond and show what percentage of teachers rated at the top percentage in your school districts, I want you to pay attention. Because a recent study that was released shows that on a five point scale, 80% of teachers are being rated in the very top category. 
The incentives are not there to make these really difficult decisions. It’s going to require courage. It’s going to require organization.  It’s going to require motivation to actually get something to happen.  What else has to happen? Here’s the part that’s really not sexy. Data systems. Data systems. Thank you fellow geeks. The reality is that we have never ever had the infrastructure in this country to actually do real improvement work. Why is it that so many people ask “What works?” And yet there are so few answers that come back. Why is it that we have to say “How did that student do year after year in that kind of school versus this other kind of school but yet no one can answer? Why is it until these last few years we had so many different ways to calculate a graduation rate that we were lying to ourselves as a country thinking we were graduating 80 and 90 percent of our students. Beyond that, every other sector, dare I say industry, has figured out that when you put real information in the hands of the people who are at the very front end doing the work that they are able to do their jobs better. 
What if your teacher could know that the reason that this student didn’t understand is they’re struggling with the long “A” sound. The reason this student is struggling is because they actually can’t hear the soft “O”. Data can tell you those things. We need not be afraid of data. There are states that have laws in place that actually keep you from doing things like looking at “So if we wanted to connect the teacher and the student to see how they did;” you can’t do that by law. Does that make sense? If you want to see past the data from the high school to the college so that the college can know how the student was doing and the school can know how the college is doing by the students…that’s against the law in some places. Does that make sense? If we want to make the kind of dramatic improvement that I know you are all looking for in our school systems, we have to be willing to invest in the unsexy. The plumbing. The infrastructure.  The things that allow us to transform every other thing that we do in this country well. So embrace the data systems. 
There’s one more difficult thing that I have to talk to you about.  This is the fourth assurance and the things I’m talking about we actually made them the assurance because we knew these are the hard things. These are the things that it’s going to take a hundred billion dollars to get people to pay attention to because otherwise it’s just not worth it. Struggling and failing schools.  

Now the reality is I’m born and raised from Washington DC. There are a few high schools in the southeast. They have been there for a long, long time… Anacastia and Balu. If you’re old enough you might have gone there and got an education. But when I was in high school, which actually was a number of years ago, my parents broke their neck to make sure I didn’t have to go. My friends who did go there had an incredibly different life experience and education experience than I had…with fights and drop outs and all kinds of things and this has been for decades now…and if I got to every city in the country, people can name those schools. You know when you go back home you can name the school that’s bad and has been bad for about as long as you can remember and yet we still have failed to do something about them. Think about that. Think about sending hundreds and hundreds of children, millions of children, when it comes down to it every year in the schools we know before the start are going to fail the vast majority of them.  Shame on us. 
So the fourth assurance is about those poor performing schools. No Child Left Behind did a lot of things. It painted a lot of schools as failures. It made it very difficult for people to figure out what to focus on. We’re saying, let’s be clear. There are 2,500 or between 2,000 to 2,500 hundred high schools in this country that account for almost 80% of the drop outs. They call them the drop out factories. In some states it drops down to low key numbers…even single digit of high schools in their states that they actually intervened, could transform the easy lives of students are everyday. Some years you could see radical transformations in our graduate rates if we had the courage to actually intervene. If we do it well and if we do the kinds of things that we know actually have impact versus the window dressing that we are so often willing to say is going to be good enough. Be clear, this is something we can’t do through the federal government…no matter what we do we can’t reach through a state to a school and say “You know what? You’re so bad. You’re failing so many of your students.  We just have to close you down. We have to start over.  We have to find a new way.”  

We can’t do that. The only people who can do that are your states and your districts and your parents. Because, be clear, when I’ve gone with leaders who have had the courage to take this on, its not unions, its not associations standing out there, there are parents. Parents trying to keep open a school in which one in 10 kids can actually read on grade level. Now I understand, there’s been a history of failure to deliver on promises, and so when you say that you are going to take something away, that may be one of the few things that seems to be working because you know that that one teacher really cares for your child. I know that it is a very difficult thing to say, yes, you need to start over. We need to find a new way. But the reality is, we can no longer send the vast majority of children entering these schools into a place that we know is in the end failing them. So we’ve asked states to make plans, make plans for the bottom five percent of schools in our country. Start slow but build a capacity to do it. Intervene. 
Our urban communities where you have the capabilities , where you have other school options, if you can, close it down.  Replace the staff.  Take advantage of the best options that you have to bring in new designs, new resources, extend time, do all the things that we’ve seen actually work. In rural communities where you don’t have that flexibility, we’ve got to get even more creative. How do you enter a community where frankly you’re lucky to have the teachers that you have. Find a way to turn around something that’s been failing. We don’t have these answers but we have to get into the business of finding out. This is all about parents. Institutions can do a lot of things. We will work with the institutions to transform them. To help them find a way, to get them the resources and the expertise they need to make a change. 
The parents have to do two things; parents have to ask for it. They have to say “when are you going to do something about this school that’s failing our children,” even when they are not yours.  Second, the transformation process if hard, it is hard, often times it fails and you have to try again. Most of the time I found that my experience with the foundation the failure comes because people try to find a silver bullet.  They try to change one thing… “Oh! We’ll make it small and that will make it better.” Small with bad instruction, not good.  “Oh, we’ll put in a new curriculum!” A new curriculum with bad teachers is not good. We’ll do a bunch of things, lots and lots of things, new programs , etc, Christmas tree effect, and no coherent plan, still not good. The reality is the parents have to engage and know what is it that is your coherent and clear plan for turning things around. And how are you going to engage us to do the parts that you can’t do in school.  Are you going to keep us informed about what you are doing? How are you going to help us lean against the tough pieces that are politically difficult to get done?  How are you going to allow us to tell you when you are going off track? How are you going to engage us when you’re trying to get students to do the work you are telling them to do?  You and your members are the key difference. When people lose their courage, you can be there to sure them up. When people lose their way, you can be there to help guide them back. When people need their students to respond differently, you can be there to make sure that the students know that you are watching and that you are there to help. 
There is no organization in this country better positioned to help in this hard work than the PTA. I find it amazing that people would ignore the interest group that has the most to gain from great education. I find it interesting that anyone would ever ignore the only interest group that has the foot power to get out there and move things more than any other interest group in the country. No one can match parents. 
So it’s my responsibility through our office to make sure that these PIRCs, our parent centers, work well for you. I want to get your feedback. I want to know what is working and what is not. I want to know why they work and why they don’t. I want to know how we can actually serve you better. How we can actually work with the states to become more proficient at their efforts around parent engagement. I want to know what you think about how to actually leverage the resources that will be at the NCLB authorization for parent engagement. People are confused. I give them the benefit of the doubt when I say that. I think that people really want to shut parents out. I just think they don’t know. I think they really don’t know. They are struggling to figure out how we actually do this. And do this other hard work. How do we carve out the resources for the parents and still get what we have to get done in this constrained environment? How do we do this? We need you to tell us. I look forward to that partnership. 

Now let me close out by focusing on one last thing. This is also not warm and fuzzy, I’m sorry; the economic crisis.  So when you look at the economic forecast for the next four or five years for most of your states and districts, the reality is that even after the stimulus is gone, your states and districts are not forecasting that the education revenues are going to be back. Most of them are forecasting that they are going to be flat and in some cases still declining. This is critical. Because what that means is we are raising expectations at the same time as states and districts are decreasing resources. There’s not going to be a lot of way around it. We’re fussing with governors now who are trying to take these dollars and spend it on things that it’s hard to argue against. How do you argue against safety, police, the fire department? These are tough choices that people are trying to make in good faith. I give them the benefit of the doubt on that one. But the reality is that they are going to have to make these tough choices. If you focus only on the immediate pain, only on the jobs of today, the roads of today, the pain of today, and don’t figure it out and stop the bleeding, we will ultimately lose. 
The investment in education is going up stream trying to stop the flow. It is the future. But here’s what’s going to be required; we need to be resources for education in your community. You need to be smart advocates. You need to look at the information to figure out what are good investments and what are not good investments. See the truth of the matter is as a country we made a bunch of choices over time that actually are not based in fact. We’ve done a lot of things that are popular that haven’t necessarily resulted in improving the outcomes for our children. In fact, not necessarily, they haven’t. We’re going to have to be making difficult choices and parents are going to be the best advocates for education. But you have to be informed. You have to know which things are actually going to make a difference for our children. You have to know when someone is selling you something that is going to look good but not necessarily be good… because we’re going to have to cut. And we need to invest now in the transformation in order to actually be in position to do that. 
So when you go back home and people are talking about what they are doing with the dollars from the Recovery Act, I want you to ask how is this positioning us for what our most likely future is. What is our school system or what are schools going to look like four or five years from now. And how are you spending the dollars to make sure that when that happens, and my child goes from being the second grade to the seventh grade, that we actually have something that’s going to be worth while for them to do. As opposed to running up to the edge of the cliff as if you didn’t know it was there and then having to fall off. These are difficult questions I’m asking you to take back home. These are difficult things I’m going to ask you to take back to your members and talk about. They will all pay off. 
Our children are worth the tough choices we‘re going to have to make. We have seen the cost to our country of believing we can get something for nothing. It doesn’t happen. Parents, I know you teach your children as I teach my children that nothing, nothing is free. If it is worth having then it is worth working for. It is worth sacrificing for. Parents know that better than anyone else. We need to give that voice and that courage to the folks that we elect and the folks that make decisions for our communities and our children. 
Now I’ve given you a bunch of downers today. Let me tell you how I get up in the morning. I get up in the morning because I have a President and a Secretary that are not afraid. All of the things that I listed out that I have talked to you about today are taboo. People have scurried around these issues for years. Every time I try to talk to the Secretary about something that seems like it’s going to be controversial, his most common response to me is just “Go go go!” One-hundred billion dollars is going to go to education. Think about that. One-hundred billion dollars is supposed to go to education. If we can’t do transformative work with one-hundred billion dollars, I am worried. But I think we can. 
The four assurances that I talked about around standards, around teachers, and leaders, around data systems, around turning around our schools; those things lay the foundation for improvement and innovation. You layer on top of that the work that creates access to early childhood and the work that’s already been done to increase improved access and completion of post secondary college, we can create the future that the president out lined but once again our number one in the world with students that are graduating from college. You know your children and you know that you have seen in almost every child that you meet. How many of you have ever met a three year old that you didn’t think was brilliant? And yet somehow, our systems allow us to lose them. So what you see in your child is in every single child. That is the biggest hope that we have of all. Is that all we have to figure out how to do is tap it? All we have to do is have the will to make the tough decisions. All we have to do is support them inside and outside of school to make sure those connections are there. 
You are the most powerful force in America. That’s what I was afraid of. You need to know it. People will not acknowledge it but it is true. You are the most powerful force in America; parents and their children. The things that parents are willing to do for their children are unstoppable. There are more of parents than there are of anything else in this country. You can change our country. You are changing the lives of children every day. You can go home and in a very short period of time do work that we have failed to do for some time. I have confidence that parents inside this country are going to look at their children and say “We will not allow you to fail. We will not allow our systems to come up short anymore. We will not allow people to steal money from our children. We will not allow people to shirk from their responsibilities. We will support you, we will read to you , we will make sure that everything you need to be successful is there and we will be there behind you to shove you a little bit when you can’t do it on your own.” Parents will make this change happen. We will be there to help. Let me know how I can. Thank You!
