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To everyone- ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for having me this morning, and as I’ve said, I’d like to be brief, and blunt, and then have some conversation. We have, all of us, been tested by this global, economic collapse. But in some respects for gateway cities, the global economic collapse aggravated, rather than invented the challenges that are before you. 


You know, poor people, already concentrated in so many of your own gateway cities, were in tough shape before the recession. The difference today seems to me to be that the middle class is a pay check or two away from being poor. And deeply anxious about that. Throughout these tough times, instead of kicking the can down the road, I’ve challenged you to confront the big issues before us. I’ve challenged you to be bold, because what we do today, or fail to do, will matter for a generation to come. And when times were tough, or are tough, I challenge you to turn to each other, instead of on each other.


As a result, our Commonwealth is slowly, but surely, recovering. We are first in the nation in student achievement, first in the nation in healthcare coverage for our residents, first in the nation in clean energy initiatives and veteran services. And ahead of most states in the rate of job creation. Because we’ve stuck with our plans, and we stuck with you. We worked together to make investments in local roads, rails, bridges, broadband expansion, public and affordable housing, in most cases, at a higher level then in a very long time. We worked together to invest in industries that would bring the jobs of tomorrow, that would revitalize our urban centers and support the job training initiatives that would prepare our workforce for the 21st century economy. 


And perhaps most importantly, we worked together to support public schools at the highest levels in the history of the Commonwealth, even when the bottom was falling out of so much of the rest of our budget. Supporting public schools continues to be a top priority of mine, and I see some members of the legislature who were here, and it’s a top priority of theirs as well.


Education is our global calling card, and our highly educated workforce is perhaps our greatest asset. We will close the achievement gap in Massachusetts and continue to show leadership in public education. Being first in the nation is a good start. Being first in the world is where we need to go.


In our most recent budget filing, as I think you all know, we have again proposed to fund K-12 education at the highest level in the history of the Commonwealth. $3.9 billion for Chapter 70 public school aid. Another $213 million for the special education circuit breaker, an increase of $80 million over last year. A $4.8 million increase in funding for achievement gap programs. These investments in education matter, and they work. But I’m not satisfied. Not yet. 


Because the challenges are not all about money. I know that’s something everyone will want to talk about. But our challenges go beyond money, especially in gateway cities. Your communities have diverse populations, diverse economies, and diverse needs. You embody in many respects the best and most interesting about our Commonwealth, what makes us unique. And with those blessings come some unique challenges. Chief among them is the achievement gap. While overall our students lead the nation, we still have a persistent achievement gap, and stuck in that gap are poor kids. And kids with special needs, or those who speak English as a second language, more often than not, children of color.


Now you all know that’s an educational and an economic issue. But we’ve been on this path for ed reform and educational improvement for seventeen years. And for that whole time, the achievement gap has persisted. To let it persist for seventeen years is a moral question. Those are our children too. They belong to all of us. Our future depends on them too. In many respects, especially so. And it’s time we focus, and reach them, and know we have the confidence in their ability to achieve, and to excel, and to support their ability to do so. 


So you educate the great majority of our neediest students in gateway cities, but often receive the least amount of attention. You often receive the greatest amount of resources, but the least degree of creative focus from grant makers and philanthropists. So I am not satisfied. And you shouldn’t be satisfied either. No one program is a silver bullet. No line item can teach a student to read. No initiative all on its own can turn a school around. In the end, a great education is about a well-prepared and highly motivated professional in front of those kids. 


So today, I challenge you to try something new. If you always do what you always did, you will always get what you always got, you know that. Try something new. Try having a local college come in and partner with the school to lift that school out, and setting some specific benchmarks that you together will hold yourselves accountable to. Try asking a local museum to come in and take responsibility for a particular class or particular subject matter, to partner with you. Try engaging local businesses and after school programs or extended day programs, which we all know make such a difference. Try leaving aside that tired, old complaint that teachers and their unions are the problem. 


Teachers are not the problem. Poverty is the problem.


Right here in Worcester, there are a couple of examples I have visited, maybe some of you know about, I know Paul does. Paul actually introduced me to one of them. Of examples of education leaders, teachers, community members, trying some new things. The University Park School was invented out of whole cloth in a neighborhood where people said or presumed that the kids couldn’t do what needed to be done. 


I told you I was gonna be blunt today. They said it, or they presumed it. And the University Park year after year after year sails above the rest. The Hyatt School took advantage of extended day funding, I think it was. They went from 39% proficiency to over 50% proficiency in one year. One year. By adding, what, an hour? To the school day. But also focusing, trying to bear down, not just on solutions they’d been told by somebody else where the boiler plate solutions for everybody and every school, but by focusing on that population of children and their families and the circumstances from which they came and trying to make that program responsive to those unique needs. Some of it has nothing to do with the classroom. Sometimes it’s because a kid is hungry, or afraid, or bullied.


The point is, how do we again start to think about the whole child? And bring imagination and the resources we have to bear, and try something new. I’m asking you, indeed challenging you to use all of the provisions of the landmark achievement gap act, which passed because of your advocacy. There’s some unions people, some business people, some education policy leaders, some legislators, who were absolutely essential to passing what has been described as the most sweeping education reform bill in the last seventeen or eighteen years. It has tools in it, use it. Innovation schools. So-called “in-district charters.” Traditional charters, but high performing ones that will be accountable for teaching all children, not creaming off the top. Reaching the kids we are leaving behind. Try some things. We will do our part.


I’m directing Secretary Reville today to develop a strategy unique to gateway cities, to help you close your achievement gaps. Work with him. Let’s close those achievement gaps, and more to the point, let’s create an achievement expectation in your cities, and in the families of your cities. And yet, let’s use the Race to the Top funds, which we successfully competed for, to help us spear this to conclusion, and to a successful one. There is more than one way to turn around an underperforming school, to re-energize a school community, and I don’t say this, or anything else I’ve said as a policy expert. I have the best policy expert in the Commonwealth working for me and for you, and I am proud of that. And he works closely with you, and with members of the legislature, and with leaders in the local communities, in your communities and in others, to develop the best ideas.


I am not speaking to you as a policy expert. I am speaking to you as a person whose life was turned around by great teachers. Great teachers. Wether they were in those big, broken, under-resourced, sometimes violent schools on the south side of Chicago where I started, or those precious, expensive, ten kids in a classroom schools that I attended at Milton Academy, what was uniquely special, and magical, and powerful for me, where those motivated, well-prepared teachers, operating in a culture of high expectations.


And that is what persuades me that money is a part of it, but not all of it. So, I told you I was gonna be blunt. I hope I’ve been clear. The reason we have to do what we must do is because there’s a whole generation, who are depending on us to make our decisions wisely, to enable them to live the same American dream, that made such a difference for me, for you, and is essential to the core of our character here in this Commonwealth and in this country. Let’s get on with that work. 


Thank you for convening today, and thank you for having me.

