Governor Deval L. Patrick

Graduation Rate Summit

DCU Center, Worcester

3-5-07 

I want to thank you all so much for being here….ATTENDEES….It is inspiring to see so many organizations and agencies represented.  I see a lot of familiar faces and a lot of new ones as well. 

I went, the weekend before last, to the National Governor’s Association conference in Washington and one of the presenters asked (and there were governors from all over the country), and asked by a show of hands how many of us felt that our standard of living was better than our parents’.  Almost every hand in the room went up.  In fact, I think every hand went up.
Then he asked how many of us felt certain that our children’s standard of living would be better than our own.  Very few hands went up.  I think that feeling was not unique, not in that room, not in this room.  I think you sense it too, and that it is what brings you and me here today.   

Our purpose – not just as public officials or employers or educators, but as citizens -- is to pass on to the next generation a better standard of living than was given to us to give the next generation a reason to hope.  And I believe the first step comes in providing world-class educational opportunities.  I think that means assuring that every child gets access to high quality teaching and other learning opportunities that prepare them for the society and the economy of their future. 

I know that value first hand.  Education transformed my own life. Opportunities opened to me through education lifted me out of tough circumstances and brought me to where I am standing right now.  Education made my improbable journey possible. Every student in this Commonwealth should have that chance, and you know it too.    

But it will take hard work.  Today, Massachusetts is at a confluence of significant challenges.  They cry out for an ambitious agenda, and we have one. 

Our first budget is a part of that agenda.  Last week, the Lieutenant Governor and I submitted to the Legislature our budget request for fiscal year 2008.  It is a blueprint for reaching our goals.  Taken together with initiatives we have already proposed – as well as other plans coming soon – we are building a foundation for lasting change and meaningful progress.   

Now, developing that budget was a challenge.  Through a series of tough choices and creative solutions we closed a $1.3 billion budget gap.  Our budget is balanced without gimmicks.  We did not defer difficult decisions.  We did not use band-aids to treat symptoms and ignore their root causes.  We did not square our ledger with under-the-radar fee increases.  And we did not meet our obligations by shifting the financial burden onto cities and towns or onto public schools or onto poor people.  We have looked at our situation candidly, and tried to set it right –  starting right now.  

This budget lays the foundation for the Commonwealth’s long-term growth and prosperity by Strengthening Our Economy, Our Communities, and our Government.    

To move forward on each and every one of those fronts, we have made our greatest investments in our students and on our public schools.  

Our budget increases funding for education by an additional $200 million.  Next year, the state will invest a record $3.7 billion in public education.  Every single school in the Commonwealth will see their resources increase.   

We will enable up to 800 new all-day Kindergarten programs to give 12,000 to 15,000 students the proven advantage of strong beginnings.  This investment of $39.6 million represents a 46% increase in funding for full-day kindergarten classes next year, and will pay returns throughout this generation and the next.  

We propose to double allocations for grants to support after-school programs and extended learning time, so that we create the conditions for teachers to add enrichment programs, math and science preparation and a safe, engaged after-school environment for kids across the Commonwealth.  We’ve also added funds for summer and year-round job opportunities for active students. And we’re working hard to better coordinate work force development resources with the needs of local employers.
These are our first steps.  The more significant investment that I have in mind for public higher education will come as part of the package of education reform legislation we will propose in the next few months.  We will, at that point, introduce what I hope will be the next phase in our long march for education reform and excellence in Massachusetts, where we can give our students not only superior performance standards, but also the creativity and critical thinking skills they will need to succeed in tomorrow’s world and economy. 

We want the institutional capacity to educate the “whole child,” and tailor learning environments to individual needs.  We also want to put a stronger focus on a core curriculum of science, technology, engineering and mathematics.  The Kauffman Foundation just ranked us as the national leader in the transition to the innovation economy.  Our students need 21st century skills if we as a Commonwealth are to capitalize on that emerging opportunity.   

And there is more still to do.  As we have seen, far too many schools, especially in urban districts or those serving minority students or kids who are not English-As-A-First-Language speakers, are falling behind on graduation rates.  Too many of our students, because of academic failings or economic distress or, come on, the ability to drop out at 16 years old lawfully.  There’s too many kids dropping out.  And we need to create the right conditions for companies to create the jobs so that there are real and meaningful opportunities for young people when they finish school.  Without action on each of these fronts, we leave too many of our kids trapped in an economic dead zone.   

We all end up paying for that on the back end – in public services for individuals and families who can’t afford basics like health insurance.  We pay for it with a sluggish economy, where right now we have over 85,000 jobs, I think it is, that have been going vacant because we haven’t matched up the skills training with the workforce needs.  And we end up paying for it in the fracturing of our communities, in divisions perpetuated by the achievement gaps, in the cycles of poverty that they all engender.     

Slumping graduation rates and all the other issues that confront us are not just questions of funding.  I am inclined to agree with what Commissioner Driscoll wrote last week.  We need to take a good, hard look at the fundamental structures of our educational system, and ask ourselves reform in education has leveled off at a plateau, instead of followed a course of continuing improvement.  If what’s outside our classrooms has changed so much in the last thirteen or fourteen years, why has what’s inside them changed so little?
We can turn this around.  I know because I have seen it happen.  In the last couple of years, I got acquainted with a school in Roxbury called the Mason School.  This school is a model to remind me of what is possible within our own system – not just at the elementary level, but at all levels.  In 1990 the Mason School was named the “least chosen elementary school” in Boston.  It was set to be closed down when, working together, parents and teachers and administrators and community members decided to transform the school.  They decided to transform the school.  They became a pilot school and built a strong and flexible team of teaching professionals, who took responsibility for outcomes, and the principal became accountable for staffing.  They added early education classes for 3- and 4-year olds.  They reduced class sizes, in a Roxbury public school,  to 12 and 13 kidsin each classroom, and brought special needs kids into integrated settings.  They extended the school day and added after school classes.

The Mason School is now the first school ever to win the Boston Management Excellence Award. It has been recognized more than once nationally as a center of excellence.  And it continues to educate and lift students up facing everything from poverty to literacy and language barriers.   

If they can make progress and real reform at the Mason School, amidst the challenges they faced, then we can make progress and reform anywhere in the Commonwealth at any level of our system.  What we need to move us forward today – on education and a host of other issues – is a spirit of active collaboration, between government, business, labor, universities, the medical and research community, non-profits, neighborhood groups.  Indeed, within the Commonwealth, as proved by your presence here today, we need a new spirit of civic responsibility, less about party politics and more about problem solving, less about the status quo and yesterday, and more about innovation and tomorrow.   
And we need a new spirit of community.  And I think you know what I mean.  I grew up on the South Side of Chicago in a place with a very strong sense of community.  Every child was under the jurisdiction of every adult on the block.  You, you’re nodding your head.  If you messed up down the street in front of Ms. Jones’, she would straighten you out as if you were hers – and then call home, by the way, to get in two times the trouble.  The point of those adults was to show us and teach us that they had a stake in us, and they expected us to understand we have a stake in each other.  That’s a community.  And they taught us that.
We are going to have to get that stance across again, the value and importance of education not just in schools, but in homes.  Moms and dads in some cases are going to have to be taught to be involved in their kids’ daily progress, and we are going to have to make it easy for parents to do so.  I don’t mean that in a patronizing way; I mean there are an awful lot of very young parents out there, who don’t understand (…) In some cases, we are even going to have to show them how. 
This is an all-hands-on-deck challenge.  We need everyone.  We want everyone.  I want you to be assured that as we work together for meaningful change, you have a friend in the Governor’s office.  

Good luck at your conference today, and thank you very much.
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