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A little over a year ago, I began my service as Commissioner of Education – an exciting and challenging assignment I am honored to have. I came to Rhode Island because I knew that our state was poised to take a leap toward greatness. The foundation for true education excellence was in place, and I was sure that Rhode Island was ready for rapid growth.

I began the year with what I called my “entry plan,” a period during which I visited every school district, charter school, state-operated school, and many learning programs across the state. These visits were extremely valuable to me, as I got to know many Rhode Island educators, families, and students and to see and hear first-hand the achievements and challenges of our education system.

I came away from these visits with one clear message: Rhode Island is ready for change. Students want to be challenged, teachers want to be part of the solution, and Rhode Islanders want to have the best public schools in America. 

As I heard that message, I made a promise: We will do everything it takes to accelerate our schools toward greatness and to prepare all of our students for success. 
With every decision that we make at the Department of Education (RIDE), we think about what is in the best interest of our students. What opportunities will they have? What challenges will they face? What great teachers and role models will they meet? How will we prepare our students for colleges and careers? These questions motivate us every day, and they form the foundation of our work. 

These questions helped guide our thinking as we drafted and published the RIDE strategic plan, Transforming Education in Rhode Island. We will use the benchmarks and milestones in this plan to hold ourselves accountable and to evaluate how effectively we are using our resources to improve student achievement. 
Our strategic plan, which forms the basis of our application for federal Race to the Top funds, sets these ambitious goals for student achievement: 
· Rhode Island 4th and 8th graders will achieve proficiency on the NAEP in reading and mathematics at rates comparable to the currently highest-performing states;
· We will cut in half the achievement gaps by race (black/white and Hispanic/white) and income (low-income/high-income) on both NAEP and NECAP;
· By 2015, 90% of Rhode Island students will meet standards on the NECAP tests in reading; 90% of elementary school students and 75% of middle and high school students will achieve proficiency in mathematics;
· 85% of Rhode Island students in the class of 2015 will graduate with a Regents-approved high-school diploma or its equivalent;
· 77% of the Rhode Island high-school class of 2015 will enroll in college;
· 90% of Rhode Island high-school graduates who enroll in college will complete at least one year of college credits within two years of high school graduation.
Some school districts are close to achieving these goals, while others are farther away, but I am confident that we can achieve these goals when we work together and focus on our plan for transforming education.

Our plan is based on a simple but comprehensive theory of action:

· All students will achieve at high levels when we have an effective teacher in every classroom and an effective leader in every school; and 

· Our teachers and school leaders will be most effective when those teachers are supported and when they work within a system of policies and resources that is based on student needs. 

To transform education, both of these components are necessary. A well-designed system without highly effective educators will not deliver results for students. But great educators can reach their full potential only within a system designed to provide them the supports and resources to help meet the needs of all students. 
Working together, over the course of the year we have already taken on and met some of the challenges we set for ourselves in the strategic plan:

· The Board of Regents approved the first educator-evaluation standards, and we have gathered a committee of educators who will work in the coming year to develop models of high-quality evaluation systems.
· We have directed all districts to end seniority-based hiring and placement and required districts to use educator qualifications and student needs when making assignments.
· We have raised the cut score for entry into teacher-preparation programs (including all institutions of higher education) so that Rhode Island will have the highest entry requirements in the country by 2011.
· We have taken dramatic steps to intervene in our persistently lowest-achieving schools, and we anticipate an excellent 2010-11 school year as Central Falls High School begins its transformation and as a joint management-labor compact takes shape in four Providence schools.
· The Regents have adopted (July 1) the Common Core State Standards, which are aligned with the standards in the world’s highest-achieving countries, and we are leading the way in adopting world-class assessments linked to these standards.
· The General Assembly approved and Governor Carcieri signed a funding formula for aid to education, which for the first time in 15 years will distribute aid equitably, through a system based on district capacity and student needs.

We are able to take these bold actions because the Board of Regents has put in place a uniquely strong regulatory and policy foundation, the Basic Education Program (BEP). Through the BEP, the Board of Regents  acted aggressively to define what constitutes the quality of educational opportunities and outcomes to which all Rhode Island children are entitled, as well as the obligation of the state and our school districts to create and sustain high-quality learning environments that deliver these opportunities and outcomes. 
In developing the BEP, the Board of Regents moved Rhode Island’s approach to ensuring school quality beyond antiquated measures based on inputs and processes to focus on measurable outcomes of student access and achievement. The BEP gives us the authority to set explicit standards for educator effectiveness and for the supports that all schools and districts must provide to  prepare students for success in college, careers, and life.
With the support of this basic policy foundation, Rhode Island educators will work together over the next four years to build the systems of support that our strategic plan envisions. We will do this work through these and other initiatives:

Ensuring effective teachers and leaders in all Rhode Island classrooms and schools: The single most important factor in the education of our students is the effectiveness of the teacher. We must prepare, recruit, train, promote, mentor, evaluate, support, develop, reward, and retain the best teachers and leaders in the world for our students to succeed. 

Consistent with our theory of action, we have taken significant steps to improve the quality of teaching and leadership in our classrooms and schools and we have tightened the requirements for entry into the profession. We expanded access to alternative pathways to certification for aspiring teachers and principals. Board of Regents regulations require all districts to establish educator-evaluation systems that base educator evaluations primarily on evidence of student growth and academic achievement. And we have made the commitment that no student in a Rhode Island public school will have an ineffective teacher for two years in a row.
This year, our newly formed Advisory Committee on Educator Evaluation Systems (ACEES) has been meeting regularly and has scheduled public forums. We will have a Rhode Island model for educator evaluation ready to go this year, ready for implementation in September 2011.
Turning around the lowest-achieving schools: As the RIDE strategic plan states: “Every school and educational program in Rhode Island must accelerate student learning to prepare students for careers, college, and life. While many schools and programs have had high levels of performance over several years, we know that many schools struggle. … We must transform these schools so that all students can be successful.” 
With the support of the Board of Regents, the Governor, and the legislature, we have worked in concert with district leaders to make dramatic changes in our most struggling schools. We believe we were the first state in the country to intervene in the persistently lowest-achieving schools using the transformation model that U.S. Department of Education developed. We put in place a clear protocol for intervention, under which districts lead school turnaround efforts within a context of state support. 
This year, we will continue to work closely with Central Falls and Providence as they develop their transformation plans. The management-labor partnership that has begun in Providence is unique in the country, and we believe it will significantly raise student achievement. 
Adopting and supporting college-ready standards and assessments: Rhode Island was one of the first states to adopt the new Common Core State Standards. We believe that these new world-class standards intersect well with our previous standards – with the benefit that they are internationally benchmarked and that they are written with greater specificity and clarity. 

 To support these new standards, we have agreed to be one of the lead states in the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness of College and Careers (PARCC), which will develop the new set of state assessments aligned with the Common Core. 

Over the next four years, we will work with the Dana Center, the World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) consortium, the NECAP consortium, and the Rhode Island’s Response to Intervention Initiative to support the transition to enhanced standards and assessments. Through these partnerships, local educators will develop the capacity to use state and local assessment data to inform decisions regarding curriculum and instruction, and we will provide educators with standards-aligned curriculum resources, assessment materials, and professional development to implement programs and policies based on student needs. 
Fully implementing a statewide longitudinal data system: 
In Rhode Island, there is plenty of data, but it has yet to be put to best use. Administrators and teachers need data to drive performance improvement and to help students achieve. Parents, policymakers, and taxpayers need data to drive informed systems reforms and to hold us accountable.

We are committed to implementing a comprehensive, data-driven, information-management and decision-support system covering the entire spectrum of schooling (from prekindergarten through graduate studies) that enables school districts, state agencies, and education institutions to compile, validate, and analyze information on a timely and accurate basis. 
The Uniform Chart of Accounts: By the end of the year, we will roll out the first round of reports from the Uniform Chart of Accounts (UCOA), which is a uniform method for tracking our investments in education. The UCOA reports will allow school officials and the public to make detailed comparisons of educational expenditures and revenue at both the district and school level. For the first time, we will have an in-depth, transparent way of looking at how we invest resources to support student achievement. 
Transforming education is a vital need, a huge task, and an awesome responsibility. None of us can do this alone. 

The task before us is urgent. Too many of our graduates need substantial remedial work when they enter college. Too many leave college discouraged and disappointed. Even worse, arguably: we lose too many students on the way toward graduation. One of four high-school students in Rhode Island fails to graduate. In our cities, nearly half of our students fail to graduate from high school. This must not be. 

We owe it to our students and to the future of our state to close these achievement gaps and to prepare all students for success. 
We can reach our ambitious goals when we work together, engage actively, and collaborate around policy issues. I urge all Rhode Islanders to join us. We need volunteers for the advisory committees and stakeholder groups that will guide our work, we need mentors and internship opportunities for our students, we welcome feedback and advice from all Rhode Islanders. Come to our meetings and forums, visit the schools in your community, and become involved in transforming education!

In the coming year, I will continue to work closely with educators, families, and students across the state to put in place these initiatives and to push forward with our strategic plan. 

We will continue building models for educator evaluation, implementing a new system of educator certification, designing our world-class assessments, creating an online and interactive report card on school and student achievement, developing more innovative schools, and establishing multiple pathways toward graduation, including opportunities for virtual learning. 

I have been proud to be a part of this year of dramatic changes. As commissioner, my role has been to guide and to lead, but the improvements we have put in place during the past year have come about because of excellent teamwork and broad-based support. 

Building on the reforms in place, working from the priorities in our strategic plan and the proposals in our Race to the Top application, we can deliver dramatic improvements in student achievement and we can make Rhode Island the home of America’s best public schools. I look forward to another year of working together with all Rhode Islanders in the best interest of our students and for the future of our state.
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