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QUESTIO~ 'ANS.ER,SESS~OH'.ITH THE FIRST 'LADY AT THE GEORGE 
.ASHIHG,~OH UNIVERSITY, C~MHUHITARIAN EVENT 

Question: (inaud~ble)',' 

Answer: Well you know as a mother there are some days where there 
are "negative impulses that need to be controlled.' But I think 
you've asked an important:question because when I as writing and, 
'had time to actually thin~about what I'd seen and heard over th~ 
last 25 years or so, it d~d st!ike ~ethat we have something of a 
disconnect in Ainerica, between our rhetoric about children, which 
is excessive, and the many ways out of bounds of reality, "tne way
children are talked about, and you know the slogans, lIour 
greatest resource"'and "our' future.nAII that'sort of stuff which 
comes off of everyone's tongues. 'But that both in individual 
cases and, socially we pften did not ~c~ in that way. And I do 
think that part of it .is demographic i there,' 'are, many, many people' 
who have no responsibility any longer for raising children• 
Either their children are! grown or, they don.lt have children. And 
so the numbers of people who, are focused on the primary , 
responsibility for. childdm are less than they were in previous
times in 'our history. I, ' ' 

But I ,think it's fair to say that people are driven by many of 
the stereotypes and imag~~ of chil~ren that are portrayed ,in the 
mass media. And I think that's what, the little boy in . 
Philadelphia was'sayingtb me.' That lf you only watch television, 
you would have, a very different view of what's happening ,in 
children's lives than tf you're actually in a classroom or ' 
raising kids or working w.ith them'on a daily basis. And I think 
it does a grave disserviqe to us, as a nation ,and to our children 

• 	 I ','" ,

that they are be1ng so stereotyped. But that ,does affect how, 
people think about kids. :And it,' drives what people are willing to 

'invest in'kids, and how,tihey view their responsibilities toward 
them. So I think that there is a need for a more rounded view of, 
our children 'and ,more cr~di~ given to ,the vast majority of ,kids 
who are coping with situation, even if they are in very stable 
families, that are unprecedented historically. 

. .' ",' .. 
, 	 ' , 

• 
And I guess the final thj,ng I would ,say is that I think there 1's 
a,real opportunity now oi,us to do some extensive public' , 
education about child development and children. The Carnegie
Corporation is investing quite a bit into trying to ,educate 

'America about the ,first three years of life. There will be a 
"", 	

conference in Chicago ne~t week where brain development is going 
to be looked at. ,Because 'we now ,know what a difference it makes, 
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how ,a child is treated and stl.mulatedin those first three years. 
And not only their academic success but how they behave in many 
settings. I think the astonishing ,success of Daniel Goldman's 
book is in some measure due to people's hunger to find out about 

'what they 'can do that wil~ help kids and that would make it 
better for kids, both individually and,together. 

, '. '. ' ,I" ," , 

'So I think,¥our comment i~ a· fair' one, that there are people' who 
basically think that kids1aren't worth much, or at least the kids 
they 'hear about and see aren't worth much or are just negative. 
And I think we do have so~e task ahead of us to try to reverse 
that and then act upon th~t ~ 'Yes sir. " ' 

, 1, 

Question: (inaudible)" 

Answer: I think time and the pace of our lives is one of the 
biggest obstacles to doing what we all know needs to be done for 
our children. uri Bronfmailbrenner, (phonetic) :told, me a story, 
about a colleague of his ~rom Europe who came over here on some 
fellowship to study child: development. And at the end of his time 

• 
, he said he was just ,astonished because it looked as though 
children', were being raise~ i~ automobiles, you know pushed into 
the car to get .today care or school, ,somewhere else. He 'said he 
would go' down t~e;freeway! and ·hewould see child'ren being fed, 
being dressed, being 'qroomedj in' the car. An~ 'he 'saw th~,t as a 
metaphor for the hectic p~ce of American life which is just 
sapping the capacity of f~milies to support each other, and to 
support their children, and to support ,institutions like their 

,schools.' ' , , ' ' 

I think this 'is sort of ohe of those "good news bad news" 
stories. I believe that w:ithin the nex·t couple of years time and 
how spend time will becom:e a major political issue. And I don't 
just mean electoral polit:ics. within, corporations and in' other 

'institutions, people will' be bargaining for time as much a's for 
money. Because it has got:t.entothe point that p~ople feel very 
stretched and unable to fulfill ,the basic reqUirements of not 
only making a living but ;living a life. And I think there are 
some ••• You know the President had this summit with corporate
heads who have begun to understand some of thetrade~offs that 

'are possible for family-f.riendly tfme and for flex-time'and the, 
like. I visited a large i!nsurance I'company in Minn~apolis a couple 
of weeks ago and sat with a group of ~orkers who:told me how they 
were making some of these trade-offs of time versus money and 
advancement. And it was ~o important for them to have the time 
when their children were :parti~ularlY,:voung. , 

So I think there's going !to bea growing'awarene~s of this and 

.' 
'some effort, perhaps org~n1zed even, not, so long from now, to 
begin to take this on as :an issue. And I think it's long overdue 
because I believe there cire some stark similarities between our 
era and ,the Progressive~rai and if you remember one of the great 
battles in the Progressi"re "era was ,to cut ,the number of, working 
hours. For,children. For ,women., Institute some kinds of 
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restraints on the number~f'hours worked. I think we're going to 
see something comparable. ,Now the bad news, from my perspective 
anyway, is I don't know hqw successful that's going to be because 
the pressures in this global economy for cOmmercial'advantage and 
for competitive reasons are such that it's going to be very
difficult for individual companies to feel as confident as they 
need to to make some of t~ese trade-offs. And I, think in many
,other societies' the trade~offs are not going to be seen as 
important yet because of the economic pressures to just raise .the 
standard of living. so I think you're going to see some real 
conflict around that. And'I'm hoping-that by using the bully
pulpit and by examples such as his conference, 'at least the 
President is going tobrip,g to the attention of other business 
leaders what is'possible~'What can be done right now to help 
ameliorate some of these time pressures. The~e are trends 'that 
you can read abouti you k~ow, more'working,at home and other 
things .that Ithink'are going to take some time to ,sort out. But 
I believe that this is one of the biggest problems. And it's. not 
,only a problem for children and family life. It's one of the.· 
overwhelming.problems "forlciviT soci~ty.How do you ·get peopie to 
participate with each' oth~r'~ftheYhave no time? " .... " 

I guess· the final thing though that'· really d~~s concern me, and, I 
don't know any way to address that', , is ,that· the .seductiveness of 
individualized m~dia, lik~ televis.ion. and computers i is such that 
people get sucked out of :j.nteraction.·We have many families where 
individuals are living, in! the same space and are never . . 
interacting with one.anotl;ler, except maybe through email. There 
are very few ways for people to have those human contacts.' I . 
think it's an even greate~, problem. in the political arena, where 
you~re going to see increasing pressures on television, cable, 
.interactive, to be more and more stimulating, which wi!l be more 
and more seductive, which,willtake up more. and more of people's 
time, which will further separate them from other kinds of " . 
activities where they havtj!to"deal with people. Now my friends 

'who are much gr~ater fans of cyberspace than I am say, "Oh but 
that's what's so great' about this;'we'll be' able to solve all of 
these problems on cybersp~ce. We~ll have electronic tQwn meetings 
and we'll make all these decisions.!" I don'~ think that's going 
to work for a.lot of the hard choices we, face. I don't think 
we've evolved'to the poin~where we can do all this anonymously, 
and.I'm worried abouttha~. . 

So I see trends going In both ways. But I think' it's a major 

problem. For anyone who's; con.cernedabout community~· how we deal 

with time has to.,be at th~ top of the list. . 


, 
I'm going to confess, 'I'm; looking for, a woman's hand •. (Laughter

from audience.) . ," . 


Question: (inaudible)' 

Answer: Well, I believe that. intensity often gets 

disproportionate attentiop than .the numbers represent·. So if I . 




• were thinking about how tp ~ncrease the support of and visibility
·.of the programs like the ~nes you're ,involved in, I would' . 

redouble my efforts on things like phone calls and letters. I 
would enlist',even more pebple. I would find unlikely allies, you

'. • I 1 "

, know" the successful bus1nessman who ,;was a product of vocational 
education, who knows the local congressman. I would train people ,.' 
••• this is very old-f'ash~oned, 'non"'7cyberspace .kind of stuff .•• 
who were comfortabletalki,ng about th~se i,ssues. I would have 
them show up everywhere y~ur·local congressman showed up. 'I'd 
have them asking question~ about vocational education or whatever 
the issue w~s every ~ime ~here was a town meeting, any time there 
was a radio call-in. I think a lot of, that makes sense. And then 

. for people who are into t~e world of computers and the rest, use 
that resource, because all congressional offices I think now get 
messages through c::omputer~ as well as through what my, daughter's 
friends call "snail mail, ~I which I'm ';stil1 very attached to. 

So I think there arelots'of:things you·could do to maxe a 
difference. But you have to .be interi~e about ·it. ,And you have to 
see it· 'as something that ~s competing for attention with 
thousands of other subjec~s. And it is' I think unfortunately true 

.. 	 that many of the other supjects it's.competing with have many 
more people who',are paid to be . there "all the time. 

• I remember when my husband introduced education reform in 
Arkansas in 1983. I had wbrked on the committee that·had made the 
recolmnEmdations. And we had very posi,tive support from all kinds 
of groups, from the PTA, ?tnd the League of Women Voters, 'and all 

, different sorts of folks who had really studied it. But when the 
legislature opened those ~eren't'the peopl~ walking the, halls. It 
was a great lesson about how ,you try to get people who really 
will be committed to this to take it on and·do·it just as hard 
and often' as they possibly can. . . 
'I' 

I . 
So I think you're doing what needs to be done, but I think you 
probably have to just incre~se the intensity of it and look for 
other allies and look fori new ways of,commun'icating. Yes. 

, 

Question: (inaudible) 

'Answer: Well I know that there' are many educators and others who 
believe that. And I respe~t that, because I think that for m~ny 
years schools' were asked to'do a, lot of things that were very 
difficult for them to dO~:And'their mission became quite garbled • 
.And they were not sure hoW they·weresupposed to do anything very 
well because of the blizzard of expectations that was raining 
down upon them. And I ,thiPlc hat for many veteran teachers i,t's 
kind of like, "This too, sp,all pass." ·.What's the latest fad, and 
all the rest of it. And I. don't have any argument with that 

• 
because I ,think that ther~ have been a lot·of difficult times for 
teachers and for American! education in the last30'years • 

But I gue~s I would say three things. First of all, it's almost 
impossible for me to ~~ag~ne s~anding in front of a class of 25 

. ,. 
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or 30 ki~s teaching anYjcourse where there wasn't a chance, an 
opportunl.ty, nearly ever;y day ,;to say or do, something about 
values and about charact;:er. I mean even if it's "Jack you were 
late today~ it kind of disadvantages everybody else. We'can't 
wait for you. I want yot!. to think about that." Something' as 
simple ,as that~ So even!if an academic teacher doesn't ,think 
about what he's doing in those terms, I bet if you were to engage 
in a conversation with him, he',d say, "Well is that what you
mean? I do that. ,It inay I not be a set:formula 'or curriculum, but 

'yea, I'm doing that." : " , ' , '., " 
" j , , , 

• 

And I think the second t;:hing is that most veteran teachers I know 
feel that the quality of life within most of their schools has 
deteriorated over he years! It has been more difficult to get, 
what they believe Is go~d, positive' attitudes out of kids, 
cooperation out of faculty'members •• There's something about the 
community of the'school:itselfthat needs some shoring up. Most 
teachers recognize that~ And having,' some uniform approach to 
character education is Qneway of doing it, 'which some 'schools 
are adopting. But even ~aving the conversations about "what kind 
of community do we want?" ,And "how do we want to exhibit, that to 
kids?" And "what am I w~lling to try to give to get b~ck what I 
used to have?" This is not going to happen with everybody. Some 
people are just putting! their time in ,and waiting for retirement, 
and looking for 'something else. That's human nature, that's not ' 
just in education, that1sin every profession and walk of life. 

, , ' I ' " 
But I have found, for example, in another charter school I'm 
aware of ,in Long Beach, !california, they. worked on a mission 
statement. What kindof!school did they want? What kind of kids 
did, they want to turn o'itt?HOW do th~ywant to be able to say 
they could recognize,a ~tudent from that school because of ' 
certain traits or the way that kid behaved. That's' how they ca~e 
up with everything from!uniform policy to service requirements 
and the like. So engaging a teacher on that level as 'well. 

, I 

Then thirdly, I think wheti'it comes to a formal character 
,education curriculum itjis going to take some "proof is in the 
pudding" for a lot of PTopleto think it's real. Because when you 
think of all of the programs that have been touted, and all of 
the, curricula that" they~v~ had to deal with, there's a, natural 
and I think understanda~le skepticism. So showing some results 
form the kind of curricl:llum that is more sUbstantive and is being
implemented, aS'least in some aspects of the school,experience, 
will' bring around those!who are willing to be brought around. . . I 

. ,I " . " .. 
And then finally if a district or a school is set upon it, 
requiring it. That's why I ,like competition in public schools, 
and why I like charter $chools, because l' think you should 

• 
transfer'people out and;people ,should be encour~ged toretiz:e, an 
if they don't like what~s going on because of the new ;mission of 
the school, they should opt out and go somewhere else. So you can 
create a c0lI1l!'unity thatido~s do ~or the kids what the teachers 
and parents l.n that cOll1I,llunl.ty thl.n)c should be done'. 

http:cOll1I,llunl.ty
http:opportunl.ty
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Question: (inaudible) 
j 


,,', , I 


Answer: ,Well.' (laughteri) How old is he?' Oh, 'that's' great. Well, 
,we might be 'ablet6 wor;k t:hat ,out. What 0 would have to' do 'is '.', 
I'm leaving in the morn1ing to go' ,to, you don' t want to know, 
Pittsburgh, Dallas,orl~ndo, st. Pe'~ersburg, things like that. 
Your name is Michelle? What I would like you to do Michelle is .' •• 
I have some people heret'with me. Maybe just excuse' yourself and 
walk up back there and pne of the, people here with me will talk 
with you and we'll see if we can ge,t your riumbez:and ,everything 
and we'll see if we cani worksomethingotit. OK? (applause) Yes" 
the woman in' blue, ye,s?1 ' ' " 

Question:', (inaudible) , 
" I' ' ,

Answer: I think that's something that ,all, teachers should , 
,consider andask'about.iAnd'I,think tpat there are a lot, of, 
people who can be point~d' to and there are 'a' ,lot of. qualities of 
people that can be pointed to'. ,I remember being in a gr~:)Up some 
'years back of young menjwho were in kind of a ,diversionary 
program. They were 110t going·to prison, but they had,co~itted , 
some minor 'crimes and people were attempting to work with 'them. 
And I was talking to th~ whole group, and: this one young men just 
sat there with his arms ,"crossed, and his hat on,' and his head 

. ,down, ,and he w~l:In/t paying much attention.' He was obviously not 
happy to be there. And,he"kind of interrupted and said, tlyou, ' 
know, you 'can't ,give mel any advice. You don't know wha,t, my life's 
been like~ 'My life's been terrible. I'don"t even know who my
father is, 'you know,' I,don't have any future. " On and, on'and on. 
And I said" ,"Well, I don't know what your, 'life is like, I don't 

, ' f •. . •

know you. But,there are!mat1Y, many people who have oVercome ,a lot 
of obstacles. tI I said', 'j'Myhusbandrt,ever knew his' father. He 
could have decided.'.'~" (time lost :.....!. turil over tape) , , 

, 'I ";." ," 'I.' 

.' •• Person, nearly anybody once ,they burst" into "public awareness 
at a certain level~, It's going to be very difficult for kids not 

, I,'"
to get a mixed picture of these people, because that's the 'way we, 
present them. I was talJhng' to' a frierid of mine who said, "Just 
think of how depressing!it would have been during the Depression 
if we'd had constant reports about President Rossevelt's 
paralysis or that he'd had a hard day, or ,he couldn't move.", 
Instead he, was our yoic~ of hop, and nothing interfered with that 
picture 'in ,our minds.' .: " 

, >, ~ i 

I ' 

Well today that's, impossible. So part of what we have to do is 
tell people there isn'tiany perfect person. Nobody. People do the 
best they can. And wen~ed, to give each other~ore of a ben~fit 
of the doubt. But ,we also need to look at how people deal w1th 
tough times and difficult circumstances and how they act: 'do they 
'become bitter? Do they become mean? Do they ,become violent? do 
they become aggressive? lor "do they try to solye problems, tty to 
ke'ep, going? I' think the:r:e are' many, 'many examples •• , I f you've got 

'kids who are, sports fan~, we know Scotty Pippen, he's from , 

Arkansas. 'He was a n<;>bo4YPlayer,: from nowhere. He wa~ a walk~on 


I 
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on a small team.- Anditiwas' beqause of hi,s persistenc~, 'not 
because anybody anointe~ him, that made,him what heis,ifthat"s, 
the kind of the role model that., you can, talk to people, about. But" 
thatchar~cteristic of resilience, and confidence, and optimism, , 
and empathy, those characteristics I think you can find many, 
many examples 'of. And there,~re many people ,in the current 
administration, I mean they-come'flooding into my mind. Anybody 
who sees secretary Reich on television knows he's very, very 

, I." • •• ' short. Now that could haveJust~ul.ned hl.s ll.fe as a young boy 
growing up in the '50' s Iand' 60 'sln America. But because he had 
parents who invested in:himand he-was, given chances to prove his 
other abilities, he ,kep~ going. H~ never gave up. I just think 
there are' lots of ways toend.this, feeli-ng,that is fed in the

,I " 
country that nobody is ~ny 'good, everybody isn't wort:hy of 
respect. I think there~re literally tens of millions 'of people
in America who are worthy of respect. They may not make he 
headlines on the TV,' but they get, 'up every day,' they do, th,e .best 

'they'can, and we ought 'to be giving them more respect. And ' 

students ought to start/thinking about people arid the attributes' 

they have that are worthy of respect. Because it is . much easier 

for'somebody'to acquirel an, attribute by .looking'at another life 

,than to be that pe,rson.! And I think that' is something ,that we , 

have overlooked. We've )dnd of ,tl1rown the baby out '\\fith the bath: 


,now.that we know so, much about everybody, and we know: that
" " , I ' ' 
everybodY'is a human' be~ingand they have strengths and weaknesses 
and flaws and imperfect;ions, there's this kind of metaphorical 
throwing up of:hands. B~t, th~ real question is, what are the 
attributes? That's what' character education is all about'. ' 
Attributed we're trying: to inc::::ulcate in young people. We don't 
say, "Go out and be ,filil-in-the-blank." We say" "Here-are 
examples ,of people who ihave overcome obstacles and challenges in 
their lives. Now how,dild they do that? What were" the " ' 
circumstances, even wh~n they had very littie; 'that you can point 
to as setting up 'the erlvironment where they should have been able 
to overcome that?'" I' , , ' ' 
" '. " ',,", .' j ,.' '. , ' : , ' " , • ' , ' " '~' .. , 
So that's how I thl.nk we should start talkl.ng about l.t. And it's, 

reall,y in line with.Wh~t you're doing by 'teaching character 

education: You know wJh,en 'somebodysays',to me, "Oh you're my role 

model," I think, "What!does that', mean?" Because by sheer 

genetics,' there isn' t anybody else who' is going 'to have this 

mixture'of genes and e~erience. But if it means maybe something 

I've done or',I've said lor 'some experience I've had can help 

somebody illuminate their own lives and figure out ways to'solve 

their own problems,th~t's character building. And that's what I 


,think we ought to be d6inq., And it',s a ,tough battle because the 
push of the mass media I is, to personalize everything, ", .. ' 

,,sensatiorialize everything, and essentially knock the props' out ' 
from under the more .difficUlt task of re~lly talking about what 
i ttakes' ,to be an integratec:i" whole person ~ And how, do, we get 
there. And that's why what'I think you"re doing is 'important , 
because it's not to turn anybody into another person, it',s to 'use 
examples from history,ifroin religion, from literature, and from 
real life", to illum'ina}e ,those character ,attributes that any of 

,I 
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us can achieve. I will hever' be able to shoot a basket like 
Scotty Pippen. I will nckver, I hope,' face" 'a lot of the terrible 
deprivations'that peopl+whom I admire in'the past have faced. 
But I can learn and I can try to ,apply those lessons to my own 

,'life. ,And that's what I \ wish children would be ,listening to and 
,learning i!lbout, and what all of us as adults have an obligation 
to try to teach. Thank you all very much. ' 

I ' , 
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