Education News: Interview with Secretary Arne Duncan
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=igmV6L8Y_hE
Doris (D): Tell us a little about Arne Duncan and your preparation for becoming president Obama’s education secretary.

Arne Duncan (AD): In some ways you can never prepare and in other ways, I have been preparing my whole life.  My father was a professor at the University of Chicago.  My mother ran an inner city tutoring program.  My brother and sister attended her program.  I saw young people who happened not to come from a lot of money, sometimes it is extraordinarily tough at home and they grow on to be very successful because my mother believed in them and had high expectations and pushed them to be very successful.  So, I have been fortunate all of my life to know the extraordinary potential that all children have.  We as adults give them the opportunities and stick with them through good and bad times.  And I know what education can do to change student's lives.  I am so lucky to have an impact on the national level.

D: You say education is your passion and life's work.  It was really your mom and dad that influenced and inspired you to follow this course?

AD: Absolutely.  I think it runs in our family.  My wife is a teacher.  My sister's husband is a teacher.

D: There is an education gene.

AD: I can't escape.  I am so lucky to have a family where education meant everything.  My parents were a little crazy growing up.  We had no TV's in our house.  As a child I didn't understand it.  What they instilled is a love of learning and reading.  To go to great schools and learn from the best and to run a big city school system and see what you can do for children who had been denied opportunity.

D: Until your recent appointment as secretary, you were the longest serving, big-city superintendent.  What did you learn while you were there, and what would you say is your biggest achievement.

AD: That is the problem nationally that folks leave these jobs too quick.  One of my only regrets is that I did not get to stay longer.  I think we need to see more leadership staying 10, 15, 20 years.  Because these things take time to change.  You need to stay after it day-to-day and year to year.  I learned a lot.  I learned how you can change a huge ship.  We had over 45,000 employees.  What it takes to make that type of change.  I learned what those high leverage points are.  What makes a difference in student's lives.  You learn how to handle politics.  If it is good for children we are going to pursue it.  If it is not, we are not going to do it.  Sometimes the decisions are simple.  I also understood how you have to unite everybody behind the work.  It was the community, business community, religious institutions all rallying behind us.  We have the opportunity now to do it nationally with a president like president Obama and the First Lady to really rally the country behind and create great, great education opportunities for our children.  Our children desperately deserve it.  I feel a huge sense of urgency.  We need to get better now.  When we do a great job, we open up a world of opportunity.  When we do not do it, it creates poverty and social failure.  

D: Your biggest achievement?

AD: I am proud of our students.  We had a dramatic increase in the number of teachers coming in.  At the end of the day the students were overwhelming poor.  90% minority and 80% living below the poverty line.  To see all of those young people go on to be successful meant the world to me.

D: Tell us what you term as the Barak effect, and why you feel you are uniquely positioned to drive real reform like never before.

AD: We call it the perfect storm for reform.  It is an extraordinary opportunity.  It obviously starts at the top.  What you have in the president and First Lady are two people who came from humble backgrounds and beginnings who created these remarkable lives for themselves because they got a great education and worked so hard.  What I saw in Chicago and I am starting to see around the country are young people saying they want to be smart like the president.  They want to be smart like the First Lady.  They embody everything that is possible through education.  Never before has being smart and doing well in school been so hip and cool.  We absolutely want to capitalize on that.  That is a piece of it.  You have a bipartisan Congress that wants us to get dramatically better.  The education and business community knowing we need to do better.  Leadership from Congress and the support of the American people, this is an absolute historic opportunity to take a huge step forward.  

D: You outlined a clear path of success involving increasing standards to student quality.  Why are these the most critical goals?

AD: I think we are to raise the bar.  Our students are not competing with students down the block or in the neighborhood or city or state.  Our students are competing internationally for jobs against India and china and other places.  We really have to raise the bar and be clear of our students starting in first and second grade, that you are on the path towards success, or we need to help and provide support.  We have to have standards for all students coming out of high school to know they are ready to be successful in college and in the world of work.  And then we need to get the best and brightest working with the young people.  Talent matters tremendously. Where you have great teachers and principals and recognize and reward them, they make such a huge difference in our student's lives.  I have seen people overcoming staggering odds because they had adults who believed in them.  They went on to do extraordinarily well.  We need to raise the bar for all of us and work harder and get the best and brightest adults working with the students, particularly in communities that are underserved.  Those children desperately deserve the best.

D: You heard quite a bit about the need to fix, alter, change, enhance and improve no child left behind.  As someone who is experienced from a school point of view, what is your take?

AD: I think it is simple.  We need to fix what is not working.  We need to build on what is working.  We need to rebrand it for our aspirations.  I want to get out and listen and learn across the country.  I come here with strong opinions.  I want to take time and listen to students and parents and teachers and principals and come back later in the year and build upon what is working and fix what is not.

D: All right. You talked about wanting to redefine the role of the department of education.  Essentially the federal role in education, what are you thinking and what does that look like?

AD: What we have to become the catalyst for innovation.  We have to replicate the best practices.  We have so many extraordinary examples of school systems and nonprofits that are doing remarkable things.  What we can do nationally is take to scale what is working.  If things are not working we need to be honest about that and stop doing it.  We need to move from islands of excellence on to systems of excellence.  I think we have an extraordinary opportunity to do that and share those best practices and things that are working and replicate them and make sure every child is provided the opportunities they desperately deserve.

D: As this is being taped the president's economic recovery package is being debated in Congress.  You referred to it as a once in a lifetime opportunity for education in this country.  Why is it such a critical plan for president Obama’s economic recovery plan?

AD: Ultimately we have to educate our way to a better workforce and economy.  This is the only long-term way to fix the economy.  I see it as an economic imperative.  We desperately need a stronger economy long-term.  The only way to get there is a better educated workforce.  I really think this is the civil rights issue of our generation.  This is a fight for more than education.  It is a fight for social justice.  Our children need and deserve something better.  I am committed to providing every child with a great education.  We have this once in a lifetime historic opportunity to make dramatic progress.  

D: As you know the name of our program is "education news parents can use."  As you close out your comments, do you have a word for the parents for what they can do to help their children be better learners and students?

AD: The parents are going to be the first teachers and most important teachers.  I strongly encourage to turn off those TV's at night and get rid of those video games.  Read to your children.  Help them with their homework.  If you need to go back to school yourself, please do that.  When families are learning together and talking about what is going on, that is very hopeful about what students can accomplish.
