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From time I began my service as Commissioner of Education, I made it clear that every decision we make must be in the best interest of students.  

Our work as educators is about children – uplifting them, inspiring them, guiding them.  Of course, first and foremost, we teach them.  Everything we do as educators must be about advancing student achievement.

The vitality of our state absolutely depends on how well we educate children. Our state needs students who graduate from high school well-prepared to succeed in college, in careers, and in life. Without well-educated graduates, we will not have a workforce that is prepared for careers in the high-technology global economy of the 21st Century.  

I came to Rhode Island two years ago because I knew Rhode Island was a state poised and ready for change. 

Rhode Island had made good progress in many respects – e.g., proficiency-based graduation requirements. 

But state had a Strategic Plan more than 10 years old: 

many goals had been achieved;
others had fallen by the wayside.

To focus Rhode Island on the urgent task before us to develop a new strategic plan for transforming education in our state.

Too often, when we embark on a path toward reform, we see the world in bifurcated terms: 

· the status quo (unions, current educators) on one side;
· the “reformers,” the “change-makers,” on the other side. 

Each side tends to see the other as “evil incarnate.”

This bifurcated, oppositional system is not a way to achieve lasting reform.

True reformers need to engage everyone to move out of this adversarial mode. 

We need to work with others and find common ground – even when it appears initially as if there is no common ground.

It was very important to me that our strategic plan for transforming education has community buy-in – that we built the plan based on feedback and input from educators in the field and the community at large. 

Transformation inevitably involves disrupting people, moving them away from familiar practices and out of their comfort zone. We have to be skilled at “disrupting people, but only up to the point that they can stand it”!

The challenge is:  how to bring about change that is sustainable. 

Transforming involves breaking down boundaries and barriers as we move forward. 

But too much change, taken on too rapidly, without deep public understanding and strong public commitment and support, can lead to backtracking and erosion of gains. 

We need to blaze a trail and move forward – but not just for the sake of moving. We have to move toward an attainable goal. 

Therefore, our strategic plan for transforming education includes:

· an overall vision (all students ready for success), 
· broad goals (e.g., Ensure Educator Excellence - all students by 2015 supported by educators who demonstrate effective performance),
· milestones (90-percent reading proficiency by 2015), and 
· specific strategies.

We used our strategic plan as the basis for our successful Race to the Top application.

With Race to the Top support, we have been deeply engaged over the past year in implementing our strategic plan – which brings its own set of challenges.

As we enter Year Two of the Race to the Top grant award, I want to give you a brief update on our progress to date and on the work ahead of us.

You may remember that when I addressed the General Assembly earlier this year I suggested that we should ask a student, ask a teacher, and ask one another this simple question: How’s school?

So let’s ask ourselves: How’s school in Rhode Island, one year into our Race to the Top?

First of all, let’s look at some of the data. 

Our 2011 NECAP results show that we continue to make progress, especially at the high-school level:

· Up 3 points in reading. The percent proficient with distinction in reading is up 5 points to 28%.
· Our high-school students actually outperformed our NECAP partners New Hampshire and Vermont in reading and writing! 
· Up 6 points in mathematics. The percent substantially below proficient in mathematics improved by 7 points, down to 38%.  
· Up 5 points in science. 

But the news is not all good by any means. 

Statewide, we see little progress in grades 3 through 8, with gains of only 1 point or less in reading and mathematics and no progress in grade-4 science.

Our graduation rate improved only slightly:

· The four-year rate is up one point, to 76%; the 5-year rate is up 2 points, to 79%. 
· That means that we still lose almost one of every five students. 

Our achievement gaps remain enormous. In reading and mathematics:

· The gap between black students and white students is about 25 points.
· The gap between Hispanic students and white students is also about 25 points.
· The gap between students with disabilities and other students is more than 40 points in reading and math and more than 20 points in science.
· The gap between English-language learners and other students is 40 points in reading and math and 25 points in science.
· The gap between students living in poverty and other students is more than 25 points.

These gaps have remained largely unchanged over the past three years. 

On a national scale (2009 NAEP assessments) our overall scores in reading and mathematics are near the national average – a little above the average in reading, a little below average in mathematics.

Especially disturbing: Our Hispanic students in grade 8 have the lowest achievement rate in the country in reading and math – a shameful statistic. 

The need for transforming education in Rhode Island is urgent!

We must completely focus on our goals:

· advance achievement for all students;
· close achievement gaps; and 
· prepare all graduates for success.

To achieve these goals, we have set these five priorities:

1. Ensuring educator excellence

2. Accelerating all schools toward greatness

3. Establishing world-class standards and assessments

4. Developing user-friendly data systems

5. Investing our resources wisely

Race to the Top will help on each of these five priorities – but Race to the Top is not a solution. It is the fuel that drives the engine.

Here is a brief summary of where we have already invested our Race to the Top funds and where we are heading in Year Two of our Race to the Top:

Year One accomplishments:

· worked with every district to complete plans and budgets outlining the four years of Race to the Top, including milestones and goals, for accountability;

· trained nearly 2,500 educators in 19 districts to prepare them to use the Common Core State Standards;

· trained nearly 600 educators to prepare them as evaluators for the teacher-evaluation system and trained 85 educators in principal evaluation; and

Year Two new initiatives:

· launching teacher-induction program to support our beginning teachers;

· beginning curriculum work in mathematics and English in 11 districts;

· continuing training in the Common Core;

· implementing annual evaluations of every teacher and principal;

· bringing districts together in peer groups (Collaborative Learning for Outcomes) to work in partnership toward best practices and solutions to common problems; and

· developing and rolling out new virtual-learning opportunities for students, so as to maximize the opportunities that technology provides us.

Race to the Top has provided us with incredible resources to help us move forward toward transforming education in Rhode Island.

But it has provided more than resources.

Some of you may have heard me say: To successfully transform education in Rhode Island, we need to establish a culture of responsibility and a climate of belief.

We need a state in which every adult feels responsible for the education of all of our children and in which students themselves have a voice and a commitment. 

And we need to be a state in which every Rhode Islander, each of us, truly believes that our students can achieve at high levels, our teachers and school leaders can be excellent, and our schools can be America’s best.

Race to the Top brought Rhode Islanders together to support education like never before. 

Political leaders, the business community, community-based organizations, labor, community leaders, and of course families, educators, and students – we all came together because we are committed to education and we believe in this work.

Let’s share this responsibility, let’s strengthen our belief, and let’s continue working together to support our schools, our teachers, and our students.

So today let’s ask one another: How’s school? Did your kids and your neighbors’ kids have a good year? How are the schools in your community? How are the schools in our state? 

And let’s all ask ourselves the question I ask every day: How can we support our teachers and make our schools America’s best?

And my answer is: How can we not? 



