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Good afternoon.  I am delighted to be here.  To those of you from around the country, welcome to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  I hope you enjoy your time here and that you spend a great deal of money while you’re here.

Whether you are from near or far, I want to thank you for all you are doing to bring new levels of innovation to classrooms in Massachusetts and around the country.  Eric, your and Pat’s and Emily’s and the whole team’s leadership is visionary and vital.

Speaking of visionary leadership, I want to acknowledge Secretary Reville, who leads our Executive Office of Education and has been an intellectual force for education reform for many years.


I thought I might briefly offer some context for what we are working on in Massachusetts, and why.  Then we can have a little time for conversation.

Here in Massachusetts, education is our calling card around the world.  We are known for our high quality education, for a well-educated workforce, for our many universities, colleges and teaching hospitals.  This high concentration of brainpower is our natural resource and the platform for everything else -- and the world knows it.  

So, we invest in it.  With the support of the Legislature, we have supported K-12 education every year I have been in office at the highest levels in history – even when the bottom was falling out of the rest of the state budget.  And I want to emphasize that this is a commitment we made despite the Great Recession and were able to keep thanks to the President’s stimulus  - because second graders don’t get to sit out the second grade until the recession is over.  Their chance is now.

It has been money well spent.  Because of a great deal of hard work, our students lead the nation in student achievement today and we have for each of the last five years.  We rank near the top in the world in math and science.  I’m very proud of that and of the educators who have helped deliver those results. 


We’ve achieved these enviable results because of teachers and students who rise to the challenge of high standards and because of dedicated parents, school leaders, policy makers at all levels of our system, NGOs and not-for-profits and others who have been willing to come together to try new things, and be accountable.  

And yet. . . 

In spite of that success, we still have persistent achievement gaps here in Massachusetts.  You know the kids stuck in those gaps better than anybody.  Poor kids, kids with special needs, kids who speak English as a second language, a disproportionate number of them kids of color. It is an educational and economic issue to have an achievement gap at all.  But to let that languish for so many years, that’s a moral question.  Those are our kids too.  


I have listened to the excuses for a long time.  They range from racist generalizations about “those kids” to laments about teachers unions.  I don’t buy any of it.  As I see it, poverty is the problem.  The reality is that we now ask schools to do a host of things we used to ask whole neighborhoods to do.  And rather than bemoan the fact that kids are bringing all those issues into the schools, it seems to me we need to be thinking about the kind of whole child education to deal with today’s realities within the school community.  That, as you know better than most, has huge implications for the length and substance of the school day. 


Some of what we’ve done in the past isn’t working well enough now and won’t work at all in the future.  The school day, for example, and the school year, for that matter, are still based on farming.  I’m not convinced that is the only issue.  But the point is we all agreed we need a greater degree of innovation to better educate all our kids.
So, in 2010, I signed the Achievement Gap Act, as a way to acknowledge this phenomenon in our state.  We created some rules and tools and new supports to be able to reach those children.  

Among the central features of the Act is something called “Innovation Schools.”  These in-district laboratories are using a whole range of creative and inventive strategies, increasing student achievement and reducing achievement gaps within district structures.  We have 18 Innovation Schools currently in operation, and that number will reach close to 50 beginning this fall.  They will soon outnumber the number of charter schools in the state.

I visit schools all across the Commonwealth and I’m constantly impressed by the levels of enthusiasm and forward-thinking I’ve seen.  

The Marguerite E. Small Innovation School on Cape Cod has implemented an Enrichment Block to lengthen the students’ day by forty minutes.  The Roger Clap Innovation School in Boston has created a springboard program to help prepare students for the start of the new school year – and as I have recently heard, has introduced some pretty unique methods for getting its students engaged in reading.  And students at the Paul Revere Innovation School in Revere, our first Innovation School, outperformed the state’s average MCAS on six out of seven tests thanks to a renewed focus on improving instruction in literacy and mathematics.  

We are fortunate that Citizen Schools is working with a number of our schools throughout the Commonwealth.  Partnering with middle schools to increase the learning day from 6.5 hours to 9.5 hours, Citizen Schools staff and volunteers provide more academic practice time, apprenticeship opportunities, and a comprehensive college and career readiness curriculum.  Thanks to extended learning time, or ELT as you say, the Edwards School in Boston has transformed from being the lowest performing middle school in Boston to the highest performing.  Pretty exciting stuff.
One of my favorite turnaround stories is that of the Orchard Gardens School.  Some of you may have heard of it.  It’s a school in Roxbury that a few years back was chronically underperforming on every measure.  Its record was poor, its spirit was broken, and its reputation was a wreck; no matter how bad things were in other urban schools in the city, people would say, “at least we’re not Orchard Gardens.”  


Thanks to a whole host of new rules and tools through the Achievement Gap Act, and with the partnership of Citizen Schools and other organizations like City Year, the school is turning itself around.  
They extended the school day by an hour and a half and filled it with experiential learning, art, exercise and music.  The head of pediatric psychology from a local hospital comes to the school to consult with faculty and parents on the toughest personal situations in students’ home lives.  They even introduced school uniforms.

In less than a year, proficiency measures at Orchard Gardens had improved 70 percent.  The school has gone from a place shunned and scorned by parents to one that boasts a long waitlist for admission, from one of the worst schools in the district to one of the best in the state.  The kids, their families, and the community are engaged and proud.  So am I.


As I was leaving after my first visit about a year ago, the principal said, “I have a surprise for you.”  And there, all organized, were the first graders and a teacher of some twenty-something years in the Boston Public Schools system who was totally dedicated to, and loved those babies.  She had them stand and recite a poem for me and it was fantastic.  I started to applaud, but she said, “not yet.”


Then she had them recite the “I Have a Dream” speech by Dr. Martin Luther King.  I was overcome, as I always am, by the special power of that poetry.  I started to applaud again.  But she said, “not yet.”  
And then she asked them questions.  “What does creed mean?”  What does justice mean?”  “Where is Stone Mountain?”


And the hands shot up, they couldn’t wait to answer.  What she was showing me is that she had taught these 6- and 7-year olds to understand what they had memorized.  To understand it.  


I was so blown away.  
We had this year’s first graders come up to the State House in January to recite during our Project 351 day of service.  They had a chance to visit me in the Governor’s Office and I made sure every one of them sat in the Governor’s chair behind the desk, one at a time, because I know from my own experience as a child and as a parent, our children have to be exposed to ways to imagine what that might be like.  


One month later, twenty first graders from the Orchard Gardens School arrived in Washington on what was for most of them their first flight on an airplane.  They went to practice reciting the “I Have A Dream” speech one more time, this time under the towering monument honoring Martin Luther King, Jr. on the National Mall.  Later that afternoon, they, along with their bashful principal, and their dynamic, loving teacher, went to the White House to recite for the President of the United States. 


Watching them run around the South Lawn, burning off nervous energy while they waited, or gawking at the unfamiliar splendor of the interiors, or asking where the bathroom is, or staring in bug-eyed disbelief when President Obama entered the Diplomatic Reception Room, they could have been any 6- or 7-year old.  And yet, I am certain that they felt important that day simply because someone made them feel worthy.  It was extraordinary that that someone was the president of the United States.  But what matters most is that someone made them feel worthy.  They could have been any 6- or 7-year old.  They should be every 6- or 7-year old.

I come from a part of Chicago where a lot of kids are left behind.  Not because they don’t have the imagination or the creativity or the drive, but because they didn’t have the chance, because maybe no one made them feel worthy.  Through a program called A Better Chance, I got “discovered,” as they say in show biz.  But I don’t think I’m so different from the kids I left behind.  They found other ways to be creative, some of them not always constructive.  There are kids like me and like my neighbors back home on the South Side of Chicago in neighborhoods all over this Commonwealth and this country, waiting to be discovered.

I thank you for all you are doing to helping that happen.
Thank you and have a great conference. 
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