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Speaker Fox, President Paiva Weed, Members of the General Assembly, Governor Chafee, Board Chair Eva-Marie Mancuso and Members of the Board of Education, 
School Leaders, Teachers, Students, and all Friends of Education: I am honored to be here with you this evening to discuss the state of public education in Rhode Island.

I am enthusiastic about the passion that all of us feel about public education, and I welcome the diversity of viewpoints among us. All of us understand that our schools – and our children – represent the future of Rhode Island. All of us understand that every step we take to advance public education will help advance the economic prosperity of our state. 

As we work together to transform our schools, there is an important factor that has remained constant: the unwavering support from the membership and the leadership of this General Assembly. House Speaker Fox, Senate President Paiva Weed, and you, the members of the General Assembly, have been steadfast allies of our schools, our teachers, and our students. My colleagues in other states are envious of the support we receive from our elected officials in Rhode Island – and I am very grateful. Speaker Fox and President Paiva Weed: Thank you for your leadership.

You have many important education matters before you this session, including a package of bills on school safety. Above all else, our schools must be safe places for teaching and learning. These bills, which Representative McNamara and Senator Gallo have sponsored, will help us better ensure the safety of our teachers and students. 

We must also ensure that our communities have the resources they need as we work to transform education in our state. Governor Chafee is a champion of education. Even in these difficult economic times, he has consistently maintained support for education funding. This year, Governor Chafee’s budget again supports Year Three of our Funding Formula, including important categorical funding:

· for early-childhood education;
· for career-and-technical programs; and 
· for educating our students with disabilities. 



Governor Chafee has also led the important reinvestment in higher education. Thank you, Governor, and Finance Chairs Melo and DaPonte, for your continued support of public education. We will use these funds wisely.

As we look back on the past twelve months, we can see that this has been a year of accomplishments and a year of challenges. Tonight, let us: 

· step back to recognize our accomplishments, and 
· step up to meet our challenges. 

(Thanks for stepping up – the Step Dance Team from the Highlander School!)

This year – 2013 – marks the beginning of a new phase for public education in Rhode Island. The new Board of Education has stepped up to build the connections between early childhood education; elementary, secondary and adult education; workforce readiness; and 
success in postsecondary education. Thank you for taking on the responsibility for leading the vital work of transforming education, Chair Mancuso and members of the board. I will continue working with you, and with Presidents Dooley, Carriuolo, and DiPasquale, so that our high-school graduates are ready for college and our college graduates are ready for the world. 

As we work together to provide a world-class education for our students, we can be proud that Rhode Island is one of only six states to win both national Race to the Top competitions. These grants have provided us with a total of $125 million to transform education!

Today, we are in Year 3 of our initial Race to the Top grant. Earlier this year, Education Secretary Arne Duncan singled out Rhode Island as one of three states making excellent progress in putting our Race to the Top funds into action. We have made this remarkable progress because every school district in Rhode Island is participating in this grant opportunity and all have stepped up to make sure Race to the Top funds are improving learning and achievement. I am proud of this statewide effort. 

We are entering Year Two of our Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge grant. We know that education does not begin when children enter kindergarten at age five. Education begins at birth, and it is our shared responsibility to advance the education of our youngest learners. Together with my partner agencies in the Cabinet, we are putting in place excellent standards for early learning and for early-learning programs. We are working with child-care providers, with parents, and with family members across Rhode Island to ensure that our children are ready and eager to enter kindergarten and to succeed throughout their years of schooling. 

We are also making progress with our efforts to expand full-day kindergarten across the state, thanks to the support of the Full-Day Kindergarten Accessibility Act, from Representative Hearn and Senator Gallo, that you passed last year. Members of the General Assembly, such as Representative Diaz and many of you in this Chamber, always stand in the forefront when it comes to support for early learning. 

And the General Assembly also leads the way when it comes to educational technology. Last year, you approved and Governor Chafee signed into law the Statewide Virtual Education Act, 


which Representative McNamara and Senator DiPalma sponsored. Thanks to your support for the Wireless Classroom Initiative, we will bring wireless Internet access to Rhode Island classrooms.

And we continue moving forward with our commitment to Innovations Powered by Technology. On Digital Learning Day, several of us visited the Pleasant View School, in Providence, winner of our first Innovation Powered by Technology Model School Grant. We were thrilled to see how digital learning can transform classrooms. It was inspiring to see the excitement and enthusiasm among the schoolchildren and their dedicated teachers as they worked to explore numbers and open the doorways to reading. 

Technology is not just a tool that can enhance education. Technology can improve the very nature of instruction. Through digital learning, our teachers and students use technology to drive the entire school experience – well, except for recess and lunch. 

Let’s welcome Principal Gara Field and her team from Pleasant View. You are leading the way as we transform education in Rhode Island!

Last year, to learn more about virtual, digital, and blended learning, we kicked off this initiative with a statewide conference on Innovation Powered by Technology. I am pleased to announce that, in the fall, we will hold our second annual statewide conference to gather education innovators from across the state and around the country as we work together for greater technological innovations in our schools. 

With this exciting work and all we are doing, we must focus on preparing students for success in Rhode Island and on preparing Rhode Islanders for success in the world. Earlier this year, leaders in five of our districts volunteered to pilot an initiative to better understand Rhode Island schools’ performance compared to schools from across America as well as the world’s highest-performing countries. Thank you for taking the time to participate in this program:

· Central Falls High School
· Chariho Regional High School
· East Greenwich High School
· Shea, Tolman, and Walsh High Schools, in Pawtucket, and
· Westerly High School. 

Information from this pilot program will be valuable to us, as we carry out high standards for our state. 

Just as our state and our country face international competition, we must prepare our graduates to stand out and to succeed in the global economy. We see these efforts under way already in higher education, for example, the International Non-governmental Organizations Studies program and the focus on world languages at Rhode Island College, the Community College of Rhode Island Study Abroad Program and its commitment to teaching global perspectives, and the Chinese Language Partner Program, the International Engineering Program, and other global initiatives under way at the University of Rhode Island. I have been excited to be involved with the Rhode Island Road Map to Language Excellence, led by URI. Our work together will result in exciting new access to world language studies for Rhode Island students.
In our state, we have the capacity, the policies, and the public support we need to make our schools America’s best – and among the best in the world. Our global competitiveness will depend on innovations, including digital learning, as well as the growth of efforts such as early-childhood education and world-language programs. It will also depend on our ability to educate our students well in core academic areas. 

We are making progress, but we have a long way to go before we meet our goals. This year, 72 percent of our students in grades three through eight are proficient in reading, and 61 percent are proficient in mathematics. 

These results are not good enough, although the long-term trend remains positive. Since NECAP testing began in 2005, proficiency levels are up 13 points in reading and up 11 points in mathematics. 

This year, several schools made significant progress. We have invited folks from these schools here tonight. Two of our elementary schools made dramatic gains in mathematics this year:

· the Suzanne M. Henseler Quidnesset Elementary School (in North Kingstown), named in memory of one of your beloved colleagues in this Chamber; and 
· the Stephen Olney School (in North Providence).

Please stand up and be recognized!

Several of our middle schools have made dramatic four-year improvements in both reading and mathematics. Our congratulations go to: 

· the Burrillville Middle School, 
· the North Smithfield Middle School, and
· the Times2 Academy, in Providence. 

Also, let’s recognize the educators and students at the Blackstone Academy charter public school, which has improved proficiency rates in mathematics by 41 percentage points over the last four years. 

These examples show that there is nothing our students and teachers cannot accomplish when they have the tools, the resources, and the support they need and when they set their minds and hearts to the task.

When it comes to progress, the bright spot this year is the performance of our high-school students. Our 11th-grade students improved by 4 percentage points in mathematics and by 2 percentage points in reading – to 79 percent proficient. 

Once again, our high-school students were the highest-performing among the NECAP states in reading and writing. Rhode Island is outperforming New Hampshire and Vermont. Let’s take a moment to recognize our high-school students and teachers for this achievement. 

But we cannot talk about our accomplishments without acknowledging the challenges we face. Despite the positive trends in reading, an alarming 40 percent of our junior class – about 4,100 students – scored “substantially below proficient” in mathematics. These students must show improvement when they take the assessment again in the fall. I am confident that our students will meet this goal. 

Our schools have recognized the urgent need to improve results in mathematics. They have stepped up the intensity of instruction – and they are seeing results. This year, we saw dramatic improvements in mathematics at:

· Mt. Hope High School (Bristol Warren);
· North Providence High School;
· Ponaganset High School (Foster-Glocester);
· Smithfield Senior High School; and 
· West Warwick Senior High School.

Congratulations! 

Every school that I have called out for recognition tonight has achieved success through great instruction and robust student support – not through worksheet overload and uninspired test preparation that deadens the mind and dulls enthusiasm. I hope you had a chance to visit with some of the folks from these schools earlier this evening to hear first-hand how they improved student achievement. These are leading examples of the kind of instruction that we now see taking shape across the state. 

As many of you know, from my first day as Commissioner of Education I have promised that every decision I make will be in the best interest of our students. It is in the best interest of our students: 

· when we hold high expectations for what our students can accomplish;
· when we prepare our students with the knowledge and skills they need for success; and 
· when we support our students as they work to earn a meaningful high-school diploma.

For far too long, we have had low expectations for many students, and, in particular, for students of color and economically disadvantaged students. For far too long, we have passed students on toward graduation without preparing them for success. Together, we must stand up for these students!

We can no longer pass students on to the Community College of Rhode Island, where 75 percent of our recent high-school graduates must take remedial courses at their own expense before they begin earning credits. Too many will drop out before they earn a degree. And too many will enter the job market without the necessary skills. Too many will find that the doors to opportunity have closed. 

These students needed stronger instruction and supports years ago. But regardless of what happened in the past, we must help our students in the present – to prepare them for the future. 

The right thing to do is to prepare our students for success now – while it is our responsibility, and while it is their right. 

No doubt: Many students, parents, and community members are concerned about the large number of students who must improve their skills in mathematics. I hear these concerns, and I share them – but not as a call to retreat, back off, or slow down. I hear these concerns as a call to action. 

Students are stepping up. Once the NECAP results came back, students took the message seriously. At the start of the year, only about 300 students had signed up for our free online program to improve math achievement. Today, nearly 2,600 students have enrolled in this online program – and we are hoping for 3,000 by the end of the year: a tenfold increase. 

Parents are stepping up, too. The parents who reach out to us don’t want an education system that’s centered on “teaching to the test” – no one does. Yet most parents understand that it’s not about the test. It’s about math, it’s about reading and writing, it’s about science, and it’s also about the arts, technology, history, civics, modern and ancient languages, career-and-technical education, and the other rich opportunities our schools provide our students.

Time and time again, parents are stepping up. They ask: How can I help? What can I do to improve the performance of my child? 

Teachers and school leaders are stepping up as well. As I visit with students and teachers across the state, I see schools rallying around their students, putting programs in place to bring them the supports they need to improve their performance. Communication with families, summer programs, math tutorials, after-school classes, virtual-learning programs, and of course great classroom instruction – all of these initiatives are taking shape, right now, in our schools.

In Providence, Mayor Taveras and Superintendent Lusi have launched Graduate Providence, an all-out effort to prepare Providence students for success and for on-time graduation. They put it so well in their mission statement: “We believe that all students can and will succeed when provided with the opportunities to reach their full potential.” 

As a lifelong educator, I am confident that, when our state steps up, as we have this year, our students can improve their performance and earn a meaningful diploma. I am confident that we can rally around our students and help them move along the pathway toward college and careers.

Many students in our state are well along this pathway, even in the challenging “STEM” subjects: science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Let me introduce you to the “Rhody Girls,” the Robotics Team from the Providence Career and Technical Academy. 

These four seniors, friends since middle school, won the Rhode Island “FIRST Tech” Challenge Robotics  Championship. With us this evening are:

· Dilainy Abreu 
· Kennia Castillo, and
· Stacey Tejeda 

They have just returned from the FIRST Robotics World Championships, where they competed alongside the boys team from the Providence Career and Technical Academy, the Rhode Rebels. With us this evening are:

· Michael Jimenez
· Norman Rivera, and
· Todd Soe,

and two of the robotics-team mentors at PCTA:

· Miki Oliver, and
· Robert Murphy. 

Congratulations, Rhody Girls and Rhode Rebels! I was thinking, for your next challenge, perhaps you could reprogram my Smart Car. Make it smarter?

We know that our teachers do their best work when they have the support and the resources they need in their schools. For that, we need great school leaders, such as these five award-winning educators:

· the Rhode Island Superintendent of the Year, Dr. Frank Pallotta, of Burrillville;
· the Rhode Island High School Principal of the Year: Michael Hobin, of Coventry High School;  
· the Middle School Principal of the Year: Richard Drolet, of North Cumberland Middle School;
· Outstanding First Year Principal: Lori DeSimone, of Greystone Elementary School, in North Providence; and
· Assistant Principal of the Year, Renee Palazzo, of Smithfield High School.

Please stand and be recognized!

This year, two of our award-winning teachers have inspiring stories to tell. Our 2012 Milken Educator Award Winner – a reading-intervention specialist at the Lillian Feinstein @ Sackett Street Elementary School, in Providence – recalls being told she was not college material. She was told she should forget about college and consider another course in life. Then, a teacher intervened. Today, she is one of the best teachers in the country! She tells her students: Don’t ever let anyone tell you that you can’t succeed. Don’t ever let anyone tell you “no.” Meet Yanaiza Gallant. 

Our 2013 Rhode Island Teacher of the Year, a science teacher at the Beacon Charter High School for the Arts, is herself a high-school dropout who later earned her GED and a degree from Rhode Island College. She is a living example of the success of adult-education programs. She also is committed to being that teacher who inspires her students to stay in school. She is committed to being, in her own words: “that caring teacher who could make a difference in somebody’s life” – and she is. Last week, she was honored by President Obama, alongside the other state Teachers of the Year, in a ceremony in the Rose Garden at the White House. Meet Jessica Waters!

Congratulations, Jessica, on fulfilling your dreams. 

At present, there are more than 1,200 people on waiting lists for adult-education programs, hoping for their chance to improve their lives, as Jessica has done. We are serving many, but the need is great. Our adult learners, and their teachers, need us too.

Jessica Waters and Yanaiza Gallant are here this evening representing thousands of excellent educators who teach our students every day. Let’s also welcome the other great educators who have joined us today: the 2013 District Teachers of the Year and the winners of the NBC10-RIDE Golden Apple Awards!

From Jessica, from Yanaiza, and from all the students and educators we welcomed here tonight, I have learned many things. Let me share with you three things that I have learned.

First, never give up on our students. They will rise to meet our expectations. They can do anything they aspire to do when they have the support, the confidence, and the will to succeed.

Second, it is never too late to learn – or too early. Great instruction should start at home, in early-learning programs, in preschool, and in the early grades. Great instruction must also include our middle-school and high-school students and our adult learners. Great instruction and high expectations must start here and now.  

And the third lesson I’ve learned: As we transform education, we never work alone. Educators, parents, elected officials, labor leaders, the business community, our communities of faith, the nonprofit sector, and students themselves: Each of us has a role to play; all of us share this responsibility.

Rhode Island is a wonderful state with a wealth of opportunities and resources. Our greatest resource is our students. With this in mind, tonight I say to you, the leaders and key supporters of education in our state: Let us focus on the big issues and on our common goals. Let us continue working together as partners and step up – in the best interest of our students, and in the best interest of our state. 
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