Secretary Duncan Speaks to Students in Honor of Martin Luther King’s Birthday
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Thank you so much for that kind introduction.  When I look at the representative, when I look at our new mayor, when I look at Dr. Mornon, I feel two things. First, I feel old, and I love this new generation.  Secondly, I feel so proud.  Think about the leadership that we have in this room and around the country.  This next generation is stepping up. It makes me so optimistic about where we’re going, so thanks to all of you for the work that you continue to do.  To Reverend Sharpton, his moral guidance, his sense of imperative, his sense of urgency, his wisdom, his commitment to challenge to status quo--Reverend Sharpton, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your leadership.  Please give him a huge round of applause.  And to Dr. Mornon, I want to say I’ve been fortunate over this past year to be able to speak all over the country, 35 years in the states.  But I can tell you this place--there hasn’t been a place that’s more significant to me and my family than a chance to speak here today, so thank you so much for giving me the opportunity.  Let me start with a word about Haiti.  Reverend Sharpton said we have a moral obligation not just to take care of our own here but to take care of ours around the world. What they are going through is unimaginable.  No one here today has gone through what those young men and women and those families are going through.  So we have to be there for them today, we have to be there for them on Sunday, and we have to continue to be there going forward.  And I hope I can count on all of you to start to rebuild schools, to start to send books, to send them supplies, desks.  I hope I can count on all of you to step up and be a part of that solution.  As we get out of here today in Dr. King’s temple of justice and hope and freedom, the birthright--birthplace in the Civil Rights movement, I ask all of you to just take a moment and contemplate, what would Dr. King say if he was alive today?  What would he say about President Obama who rose to the very top of education?  He wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth.  His father wasn’t around much, was on welfare part of the time, raised by grandparents at different times of life.  But he is the leader of the free world today because he great a good education.  What would Dr. King say about the Civil Rights movement and all he’s done to reduce racism, discrimination, and about this new generation of leaders like Reverend Sharpton who picked up the torch of freedom and justice and carried it forward?  Dr. King would absolutely say the dream is alive.  He would see children of color reaching places never reached before, running the world, living together without hate, and working together for a common good.  But he would know that there’s still so much work ahead of us because more than a quarter of our young people, 1.2 million young people each year, drop out of high school, walk out of our schools and into the streets.  In our inner cities those statistics are much worse.  Of those that are lucky enough to graduate, 60% of those who do go to college need remedial education.  They’re not ready.  Far too many of our young people aren’t ready for college, they’re not ready for a career, and they’re not ready for life, and when that’s the case, there are no good options for them.  Dr. King would see a nation that is changing.  It is increasingly black and brown and will be the majority minority by 2050, if not before.  He would see re-segregated communities, schools that are far from equal, and opportunities that are still denied.  He would say that integration alone will not guarantee opportunity.  We need educational equity even when integration is not possible.  We need equity because our children must learn to love each other and to live together, because you can’t build gates high enough to keep people apart.  Because in a global economy, tolerance and mutual respect is a moral imperative and [INDISTINCT] compare to it.  And he would stand here today in his church and call on a new generation of leaders to build on his work by doing the most important thing every one of us can do: get an education, learn to think, learn to compete, learn to win, and learn to help each other.  Today, how would Dr. King define freedom?  “What is freedom?  If you can’t read, I promise you you are not free.  You may not see it, you may not know it, but you are still in shackles.  Freedom is not only the right just to sit in the front of the bus.  It’s not just the right to be able to sit and eat at a lunch counter.  It’s not just the right to own your own home in a neighborhood of your choosing.  Freedom is the ability to think and to pursue your own path, and only education, only education can give you that freedom.  Only education can free you from those shackles.”  When King sat in that Birmingham jail, some of his religious colleagues told him to slow down.  His answer was simple: “We can’t wait.”  When they told him to work with the courts instead of on the streets, he said, “We can’t wait.”  We told him not to resist police officers who are hosing down students, working people demanding freedom, he said, “We can’t wait.”  And when they told him to come to the table and talk, he said, “We cannot wait.”  And that’s my message to all of you today when it comes to education.  We can’t wait 5 or 8 or 10 more years to transform our failing schools.
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We can’t wait and watch silently as another generation falls by the wayside.  We need to act now, and we need to act together.  I did not come to Washington to study, to admire the problems faced with public education.  I came to Washington at the President’s request to do something about it.  Education is the Civil Rights issue of our generation, and we must work with a huge sense of urgency and lead with a courage to challenge the status quo of the morally unacceptable and economically unsustainable.  In this first year we tried to do a lot of things.  We put $100 billion in new money into education to save over...in these tough economic times to save over 300,000 teachers and principals and social workers and librarian jobs and keep them teaching, to create competition and encourage states for the Race to the Top to put in place the policies that we know will make a difference long term in our students’ lives long after the money is gone.  We traveled the country listening and learning, hearing from teachers and parents and principals about what we need to do to get dramatically better.  We’ve seen Reverend Sharpton and his best friend, Speaker Newt Gingrich, travel together.  It demonstrated in a real concrete way that if we adults can’t agree on anything else--we come from very different backgrounds, very different walks of life--the one issue, the one thing we can come together behind is education.  I thank the Reverend for that.  We’ve worked to dramatically increase funding for early childhood education, billions of new dollars.  If our babies can enter kindergarten ready to learn and ready to read, we can level the playing field at that point.  I’m very, very confident about what we can do over the long haul.  And finally, we worked tens of billion dollars to increase access and opportunity to higher education. It is next to impossible to get a good job today with simply a high school diploma.  If you drop out of high school, there are no good jobs out there for you.  You’re basically in the depth of poverty and social welfare.  Well, you got to think about some form of higher education: four-year universities, two-year community colleges, trade tech, local vocation training, whatever it might be.  Some form of education beyond high school has to be your aspiration.  But this year--for all the work we did this past year, this year we want to do so much more.  We want to reauthorize ESEA to make dramatic improvements in the No Child Left Behind law.  We need a newer vision for high standards for every state.  What we’ve seen is 50 states dumbing down standards: a race to the bottom, not a race to the top.  We need a high bar.  For every time we hit that high bar, a push to get there.  We have to get great teachers and great principals in every classroom, every school.  Talent [INDISTINCT].  As every speaker today has said, we have to hold everyone, everyone accountable not for good intentions, not for hard work, but for results.  Results.  We want parents and students to be able to choose their future, to be able to choose their school, instead of being trapped in underperforming schools  that send far too many of those students not into college but into the streets.  This is your right as Americans.  You deserve that, and you need that.  We have an obligation to provide that kind of education to every child in this country, and when these adults fall short, we must hold ourselves accountable.  We must challenge you, as all our speakers have.  I’d like to ask those students who are here today who have perfect attendance this year so far to please stand.  If you got perfect attendance--give them a round of applause.  Let me tell you, half the battle in life is just showing up for work every day.  As brilliant as Reverend Sharpton is, he would not be the leader he is if he didn’t work hard.  As smart as our new mayor is, he wouldn’t be a mayor of our city if he didn’t work hard.  You have to be there every day.  On a test, if you get a 90, that’s an A.  That’s pretty good work.  With your attendance, if your attendance is 90%, you’re missing 18 days of school a year.  You’re missing a month of education.  The best teachers, the best principals can’t educate you if you’re missing a month.  Show up, work hard.  Those of you that have an A or B average so far this year, please stand up.  I feel smarter just being in groups like this, let me tell you.  Thank you for your commitment to excellence.  It is cool to be smart.  It is hip to be smart.  And it’s okay to be smart, as Dr. Mornon talked about, to want to be a rapper, to want to be a basketball player.  Chase that dream, but catch an education.  Catch that education.  You can do both.
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When I was in high school I grew late.  When I was a freshman I was 5’2”, very slow.  I’d write about being a pro basketball player.  No one told me I was crazy.  No one laughed.  They said chase that dream, but make sure you get an education along the way.  So I was [INDISTINCT] play basketball, high school level of play.  That’s great if you like music, like rap, but work hard in school.  Do both, and then great things will open [INDISTINCT].  And I want to challenge you not just to be successful academically but to support each other.  We talk as adults so much about negative peer pressure, negative stereotypes about teenagers.  I’m a big believer of what I call positive peer pressure.  We talk about this dropout crisis.  When you talk about 1.2 million students leaving our schools each year, we as adults have to do things very differently.  But when students are struggling, when teenagers are struggling, who knows about it first?  It’s never an adult.  It’s always another teen.  So I ask you to be there for each other.  Don’t just see it in a vacuum, in isolation.  Help each other.  If someone’s struggling at home, if someone’s struggling in the community, bring them with you.  Give them a helping hand.  Lift them up.  Help them graduate with you.  Your goal should not be for you to graduate and go to college but every one of your friends, every one of your peers.  You have to take them with you.  I challenge you to be leaders and I challenge you to step outside your comfort zones.  When you have a chance to go to an integrated school--well, that’s a great thing.  So often we see at lunchtime all the black kids sit at one table, all the white kids sit at the other table.  I challenge you to have the courage to step outside the comfort zones and be a leader.  Just walk quietly and go sit at that other table.  I have to tell you, when I was here a month ago visiting Grady High School, I saw the seeds of that leadership...
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I saw the seeds of that leadership and courage being formed.  I can’t tell you how hopeful, how optimistic that made me feel.  This year as we move forward and we try to get dramatically better, we’re gonna have a huge focus on equity in our Office of Civil Rights, who’s in charge of driving that agenda.  In recent years, quite frankly, that office  down in Civil Rights in our Department of Education had been fairly dormant.  Let me promise you, ladies and gentlemen, that’s about to change.  Our Assistant Secretary of the Office of Civil Rights, Russlynn Ali--Russlynn, please stand.  [INDISTINCT].  She is somebody of our team who’s been out traveling the country, listening and learning just as I’ve been.  She’s found some things that both surprised us--which should be an absolute call to action.  She’s seen less-qualified teachers in low-income schools.  She’s seen lower high school graduation college enrollment rates with children of color.  She’s seen fewer opportunities for African-American and Latino students to take rigorous courses in high school that truly prepare them for college success.  She’s seen aging facilities in poor communities just a few miles north of brand-new schools in wealthy communities.  She’s seen special education students not getting the support they deserve.  She’s seen schools where far too many of our young African-American males are suspended from school for disciplinary problems in far higher rates than other children.  She’s  seen schools in communities that are increasingly segregated either because of housing patterns, demographics, or sometimes just individual choices that people make because of fear and because of ignorance.  These schools are, by definition, failing to prepare all students for the road of the future: a global society where differences of race and color cannot be a barrier to cooperation.  But Russlynn also found educators and parents who want to deal with these issues and want to address them openly and honestly and courageously, and they want to help.  They want to know, how can they integrate our schools? How can they promote equity?  How can we better manage disciplinary issues?  How can we as educators, as leaders, as parents, and as students fulfill Dr. King’s dream of a truly colorblind society?  In the coming year, Russlynn and hear team will be working with communities and schools around the country to make that dream a reality through outreach, technical assistance, and doing everything we can to help our adults do the right thing by children.  But she and all of us will need your help.  We need your support, we need your ideas, and most importantly, we need your courage to challenge the status quo.  We need leaders in every community in America committed to our common agenda of fairness, opportunity, and educational equity.  We need people of goodwill  committed to fighting to do the right thing.  And seeing groups like this, seeing churches filled with students and adults committed to a greater future, again, makes me so hopeful about where we can go.  If Dr. King was here today, he would share that hope.  He would see the great promise of America in your eager and excited faces.  He would hear your voices and in your conversations love and respect and tolerance and know that you have heard his message.  And in your probing and alert eyes he would see the freedom that only comes through knowledge and that confidence that only comes from an active, intelligent mind.  He would see America’s future teachers, future leaders, and future fathers and mothers: people taking responsibility for themselves, their communities, and their country.   He would be deeply, profoundly grateful for everything that has happened in America, and he would tell us all to keep marching forward, to keep fighting for truth and justice and fairness, and don’t wait, don’t wait, don’t wait until all of us have reached that mountaintop.  He showed us the path and he gave us the vision.  Now it’s our job to make it real.  We must reignite the movement, and the movement must begin with us.  Thank you so much, and God bless.
