Secretary Duncan Joins AFT President for Kick-Off of AFT Back-to-School '09
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXq3gR9OHBw
Thank you so much Randi and I’m thrilled to be here today. And Randi’s been an extraordinary partner.

And to have the chance to be a part of the back to school tour is just so important.
Alright, look at what’s going on here. Let’s be real honest. St. Louis is struggling for a while here. And as Randi said the right thing hasn’t happened for adults. And if the right thing doesn’t happen for adults, it doesn’t happen for children. But despite the lessons learned, and the flaws and the difficulties, this is a unique, unique moment. This is a historic moment. And I want everyone just to savor for a minute, and think about the magnitude of the magnitude of the opportunity. What’s going on in this school—Again I want to thank Principal Anderson, thank you so much. And I ask all of the teachers—do we have teachers here from the school, let’s give them a round of applause—we come in and recognize the progress and we leave and we go back to where we’re going and you guys are doing the hard work every single day. And seeing these kinds of schools improve, that’s a lot of blood, sweat, and tears. And so I thank you so much for your commitment and leadership.

Principal I thank you so much for your leadership. And what it does is it proves to the country what’s 

possible. Because so many people tell you that urban schools can’t work or that poor children can’t learn or that African American children can’t be successful.

And what we need to continue to prove around the country is the tremendous potential that every single one of our children has is we need adults to come together.

And what Randi said was just absolutely right. What I see here now is the state, I see a local board, I see an  absolutely committed mayor, I see a fantastic new superintendant. If I could say anything—please keep him here for a while guys, please support him. I see a union leader here who is absolutely passionate. You guys have all the ingredients, you have all the ingredients.

Adult dysfunction in too many places—including quite frankly St. Louis historically—adult dysfunction has gotten in the way of children learning. What you have now is a tremendous alignment. You are on the cusp—you are on the verge of something historic. And for all the historic challenges, for all the historic difficulties, for all the historic dysfunction, I think St. Louis can help to lead the country where we need to go. St. Louis has the chance to leap-frog ahead of other places based upon the leadership, based on the sense of collaboration, based on the commitment. This is my second trip to St. Louis in just a couple of months. I’m going to be watching this place very, very closely. And you guys can help to set a model for where the country needs to go. We cannot rest until every child has a chance to be successful. We cannot rest until our dropout rate is down to zero. When our young people drop out today they are basically condemned to poverty and social failure.  Because everyone here knows there are no good jobs out there.

And quite frankly a high school diploma by itself isn’t enough. It’s got to be some form of higher education beyond that—four-year universities, two-year community colleges, trade, vocational, technical training, whatever it might be. But you guys collectively—this city has a chance to be a model. So I want to do everything I can to support that. This focus on teacher quality is so hugely important. 
Nothing is more important than getting a great teacher into every classroom. As much as Randi cares, or as much as I care, or as much as the mayor cares, none of us are teaching children every day.

Our only job is to help you be successful. If we help you be successful then we do something right. If not, we’re part of the problem ourselves. But the more we can help those great young teachers.
And I think teachers today are really the unsung heroes in our society. Nobody goes into teaching to make a million dollars. Not why they go in. Teachers come in with the most altruistic of motives. They want to make a difference, they want to help children be successful. 
What happens far too often is the good teacher leave. Why? They don’t feel supported. They don’t feel listened to. They feel isolated. They don’t get help with classroom management skills. They sometimes need to struggle with cultural competency and really starting to understand the backgrounds and environments of their children. And teachers who come in with all the right motivation leave after two or three years disheartened, disillusioned, and unbelievably frustrated. And if the union and the school district would work together to keep that great young talent, to retain it. Teaching is an art, it’s not a science. Teachers are never at their best in the first two, three, four years. It takes five, ten, fifteen , 20, 25 years and great teacher continue to get better every single year. So if we lose that great young talent’s early years, the loss to our students is incalculable. So if we can do a much better job of peer review and ongoing mentoring and support, the amount of talent that will stay in this public school system will have dividends not just for these children but  for the next 10, 20, 30 years.

So that kind of partnership is so important focus on early childhood. How does the best kindergarten teacher in the world teach to children who already come into kindergarten reading, and children who come into class—to kindergarten the first day and don’t know the front of a book from the back of a book. Who sometimes don’t know their own name—they’re called their nickname all of the time. How does the best teacher teach that wide variety of abilities? So if we can get our 3- and 4-year olds with their literacy skills intact and their socialization skills intact they could hit kindergarten ready to learn and ready to read. Then we could give our kindergarten teachers a chance.
Focus on community schools. As Randi said our schools today as we all know are based on the agrarian economy. Not too many kids in St. Louis work in the fields these days I don’t think. Our schools have to be open 12, 13, 14 hours a day, with a wide variety of activities—not just for children, but for parents—GED, ESL, family literacy nights, focus on health care clinics. It’s hugely important.

Our children can’t learn if they’re not safe, if they’re not fed, they don’t have clothes on, they can’t see the blackboard. Our best teachers can’t have an impact unless we create an environment in which the students can start to think about college and think about a trade.

So what you guys are doing here, you guys are putting all the right building blocks in place.

And then finally Randi talked about turning around struggling schools. And we have to be open and honest if schools aren’t working we have to do something fundamentally different.  This district is having the courage to do that. So we want to do everything we can at the federal level to support this. In the months ahead we are going to put $450 million in competitive grants to improve teacher quality and we’d encourage St. Louis to compete vigorously for those grants.

We announced yesterday in Nevada that we’re putting out $3.5 billion in Title I School Improvement Grants to help turn around schools that have become dropout factories and we have to do something dramatically better. We have money coming out to replicate the Harlem Children’s Zone, Promise neighborhoods so it’s not just a school working in isolation. We’re working with community partners and agencies.
So as much as we’re asking everyone else to change, we’re trying to change how we do business. The Department of Education quite frankly has been part of the problem historically. We’ve been this large compliance-driven bureaucracy. I often joke that when I was in Chicago I didn’t welcome a call from the Department of Education. It was usually about a compliance report or an audit—it wasn’t about teaching kids to read. So we want to become not the big bureaucracy that checks every box, checks every audit. 
We need to become the engine of innovation. We need to scale what works, invest in what works. 
St. Louis city, Missouri the state has a chance to compete for unprecedented discretionary resources—hundreds and hundreds of millions of dollars. And in all of those applications, we’re going to look for capacity, we’re going to look for a visionary plan, we’re going to look for folks who are willing to challenge the status quo, we’re going to look for folks who are willing to collaborate. And if St. Louis and Missouri can do that, you have a chance to do something very, very special in the months and years ahead. So let’s think about the momentous opportunity here, the tremendous amount of hard work that’s happened. We have a long, long way to go. Please stay the course. Please continue to collaborate. You’re blessed  to have two extraordinary leaders sitting right here. In working together, this city can do something very, very special—not just for the children here, but for the entire country. 
I wish you the best of luck, and I want to be there for you.
Thank you so much.
