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Thank you. Thank you Carol, thank you Yvonne, thank you

Sam, thank you all. I am very honered to receive this award. I
must say that standlng before a room full of prlnc1pals still
fills me.with trep1dat10n.~ Although, as we were standing out in
the hall waiting to come in and Sam was trying to bring you to
order, I thought of all. the classrooms I used be in where people
were trying to be brought to order. I felt like, well, I can do
it. I can stand up there. ! o

It is a privilege for me to stand before a group of people
whom I believe are among the most important Americans in our
country. I think being:the principal, parthularly the pr1n01pal
of an elementary school, is one of the key jobs in ensuring the
survival and the flourlshlng of our democracy. I do not say that
lightly and I do not say it to flatter you. I say it based on
not only personal experlence "but as Carol mentioned, years of
work on behalf of educat}on, reading many of the journals and
research reports that detailed what you already know, and what
all of us should acknowlgdge. 'And that is that the single most
important person in any school is the pr1nc1pal. You’re the
instructional leader, you’re the coach in the sense that you have
a team that you have to bring to its fullest potential. You have
to be a politician and I'm sorry for ‘that, but you do.

In fact, often times, people say to me, "How can you stand
politics?" And I always say to them, "Well, I mean, have you

- ever been married or worked anywhere? = Or been involved in any
- organization where you have to persuade people to do something?".

If you’ve ever been on a church committee or any of the various
aspects of our life as citizens, as residents even of this
society, and that’s particularly true when you’re attempting to
lead strong-minded people and inter-face with parents and
business leaders and all of the others tasks that you have to
perform. .

So I am well awarel of the multlple functlons that 1t takes

" for any principal to do the job that is required today. And for
'you, as part of this organization, which really represents

principals across our country, and comes together looking for
ways to ensure that not only your skills are as good as you can
make ‘them but also that you re at the cutting edge of educational

‘'change, and in understandlng what is required of our schools. I

am deeply grateful.
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Dream ‘without the kind;of education that we now think is

' necessary for so many. more of our children to achieve. .

Today we must deci@e what we expect from our system of
public education and we must decide what can public education

expect from us. It is not a one-way street. ‘I get a little bit

weary of hearing people talk only about what we, the citizens of
the United States, have1a right to expect from public education.
I believe it is time for those of you who are leaders in public
education to stand up and ‘be heard about what you expect from the

' rest of the c1tlzens of ' your communltles and your countrles.

And there is more than enough respon51b111ty to go around.

.Starting in the home w1th parents who must understand the job

they have as their chlldren s first teachers.. If I could do one
thing, and again, I talk about this in the book I wrote, It Takes
A Village, because I belleve it with all my heart, if I could do
one thing to. persuade egery mother and father in thlS country to
understand the. 1mportanqe of talking to and reading to their
children in the first years of lmfe, I would do anythlng to see
that happen. _ :

Not ]ust because I thlnk 1t is a nice thlng to de,\not ]ust

' because I did it and my husband did it with our daughter and I
. 'have read to literally dozens if not hundreds and thousands of
" other small children, but because .we now know, as many of you

long suspected from your, own experience, that those ear&y
interactions with words,: both verbal and read, lay the foundation
for future academic success.

We now know based on the research that the number of words

that are exchanged in a home between the adults and the children

establish the vocabulary that will take that child into your -
elementary schools. And we know that there is a significant
difference in the numbers of words and the quality of the words
between educated and affluent families, between working but not
college-educated families and between welfare families, if we

‘hold constant so that we’re only comparing functioning families; -

no psychological or emotional or other kinds of problems.

We only are'comparlng moms and dads who are doing the best
they can and are being respon51b1e for their children, you know

. and all of us should know, that the more educated the family, the
" more verbal interaction there is. Even when both parents are

working outside of the home there is more talking, there is more
affirmative talking that goes on ‘inside those homes.

I sometimes look at my two new little nephews and they ve
got' so many adults around;them who are reading to them, talking

‘to them, encouraging them, telling them what good little, smart

little, great little boys. they are, that I sometimes look at
their little faces and I could just imagine them saying to .
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themselves, "Enough already with all of this praise." But that’s
what we do for our chlldren, that’s what I wish every Chlld ‘could
have, :

Because as you go down the income and educat10nal scale you
find that even in worklng families devoted to their children,
devoted to education, there s not much talking going on because
many of the mothers and .fathers in those families, they don’t
talk for a living like a lot of us do. They’re out there doing
other things that are 1mportant to society. And when they do
talk very often there are a lot of negative messages, "Don’t do
that, come over here, get off of that "

And then when you go and look at families in poverty, and if
you particularly look at people on welfare, again looking at

moms, particularly moms ‘and some dads who care about their kids,

care about their chlldren s future, you find even fewer words and
of the words you hear, more of them are negative words. Because
those monms. and dads are scared about what’s outside thelr doors.

And part of their job is to try to help their child avoid
trouble. So '"get away from there, get over here, sit down, don’t

- do that," those are messages that if you are:.living in a lot of

the nelghborhoods in our country are important messages that moms
and dads think they need to give to their kids. So there’s a lot

N of work we can do to try ‘to help better prepare the children who
_come into your schools. And you have an opportunlty as 1eaders 1n

public seducation to try'to get that message across.

I visited a progect for welfare mothers in Louisville,

'Kentucky, ‘and the mothers were getting their GEDs and the

children were in a program, a preschool program, and one of the
moms told me with great prlde, she said, "You know, I didn’t have
much education. I dropped out in the elghth grade and started
having babies. But now I know I’m supposed to read to my
children. So I 'sit up there and read and I don’t even know all

‘the words, but you know]what I figured out, he doesn’t know the
‘difference." If I could just get that mom to talk to every other

mom in her condltlon, and to say to them what she said to me, so.
that all of a sudden. you ve got more parents understandlng what
they have to do to be your partners. o

We also have to 1ook at the role that business plays in our
communities in supporting public education. I wish that we could
have booster clubs for fourth grade mathematics the way we do for
varsity sports. I wish that we could have people, you know,
taking elementary school teachers to the Country Club for a round
of golf or a game of tennis, the way we do with some other . folks
in public schools. ‘

I wish that the communities that we all come from and that
you represent would understand that those elementary .school
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experiences are really the key. And supporting elementary
schools, principals and: 'teachers is a way of supporting children.
And laying the groundwork for a better future. N
And I hope that all of us who care about publlc educatlon
will take that message to the ‘Rotary Club, and the Klwanls, and

-the Lions and the Garden Club and everywhere people in our

communities are gathered. So they understand that supporting

elementary schools really makes a difference. And then I hope

that our schools will' open the doors even more to volunteers so

that more people 1n the communlty can see. what you see every day.
| v :

When I see that happening I see an enormous amount of energy -
being released. Because I see people coming into ‘'schools,
sometimes as foster grandparents, or as' volunteers to help out in
the classroom, or to maybe play some sports with the kids on the

"playground or even in one school I visited, helping out with

repairs and maintenance that doesn’t get done otherwise. I see a
cadre of citizens belngfbullt who are going to be advocates for
public education, because they’ve seen firsthand what you’re

d01ng, They’ve seen all the good that is being done, and they ve

seen the challenges that' you face.‘

When I visit mentorlng programs in schools from one end of
this country to the other the single most repeated remark to me
by business leaders who are mentoring children, by police ’
officers who are tutorlng them, by members of church
congregatlons in st. LOUlS who are adopting in effect a
kindergartner and helplng that kindergartner and helplng ‘those
teachers, I hear people say "You know, our public schools are
really doing a good job., I didn’t know that. I believed what I
saw on the television and what I read in the newspaper. But now

+ I’ve got firsthand experlence that I can tell people about." So

opening up our  schools, gettlng more people to be your partners,

. is another way that we can ask in behalf of public education for .
- Americans to be more 1nvolved and more ‘supportive.

We. know that we have ‘a big task ahead of us because as we
ask ourselves the questlons that you ask yourselves every day
about what are we trylng,to achieve, what goals are we setting,
what are our hopes and dreams for these children, how do we
motivate our teachers,’ how do we deal with the problems kids
brlng into school that they didn’t bring before? We know that
those questions require more than pragmatic answers. They
require us to put into actlon our values, the values of
opportunity and. respon51b111ty and communlty

This fall we will have more young people enrolllng in
elementary and secondaryischools than at any time in our nation’s
history. More than the haby boomers, more than those of us who
went to school in the 50’s -- 51.7 million youngsters. For you
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that translates into- worrylng about class size, the building of
new schools, and recrultlng the best teachers. It means worrying

. about whether the publlc schools will be shortchanged by .

shortsighted pe0p1e>-— all in the false name of school ch01ce.‘

'We do not need soc1al experlments with our kids. We need" to
invest in public educatlon and in our public schools, which have
done more than any other institution in our history to unite
Amerlcans around our common asplratlons and dreams.

|

Let's never forget 'what publlc schools represent In our
diverse and pluralisticjand multi-cultural society which is the
real strength of America, they are the greatest equalizer we
have. They embody our. democratlc principles and our democratic .
spirit. If we give up on publlc schools as some would have us
do, we give up on the Amerlcan Dream and the promise of

.opportunity for all of our people.

I remember v1v1d1y ‘the first day that B111 ‘and I dropped

‘Chelsea off for klndergarten. I remember vividly every day we -

dropped her off to school until finally in the-eighth grade she
said, "Mom, I can’t take it. . I can’t take your tearing up: I

can't take any more remlnders about how another year has gone by, -
I‘m going to, school by myself "

But until then we used to drop her off for the flrst day of
school. And there we were ‘entrusting our daughter to other
adults, to you and to teachers and everyone who worked in the
school, trusting that you would care for her and nurture her and

‘help her ‘learn and grow. It was a public school in Little Rock,

Arkansas, prlmarlly Afrlcan-Amerlcan, but with wonderful teachers
who mét our highest expectatlons. : '

" Chelsea thrived there and in the publlc schools throughout
our time in Arkansas. And if it weren’t for the fact that public
schools, as you know so well cannot tell the press or any member -
of the public to leave thelr grounds, she would still probably be

- in a public school today But we had to make a difficult choice

about the privacy and seburlty that she needed. But we are such:
strong supporters of publlc education because we know that for

“the first elght years - of! her schoollng that’s where she got what -

she needed.

I’m not suggestlng that public education for any Chlld is
flawless. It is no secret that some of our public schools are
struggling, partlcularly some in our urban core cities. And

- some, let’s just be honest do not live up the standards we
‘expect ‘they are not dolng their jObS for our chlldren.

But name any . 1nst1tut10n that is flawless. I’d be happy to
go and visit all of its oonstltuent parts. We know that just
based on human nature there will be problems -that we confront.

, , : P : , . -
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But the solutlon is net|to retreat on our commitment to publlc
schools. . The solution is to make all of our public schools as
good as the great majorﬂty of our public schools are right now.
’ l
I believe we are on the path to d01ng that, thanks to this
President, thanks to Secretary Riley at the Department of
Education, thanks to the partnership that the President and the

‘Secretary and the Admlnlstratlon has forged with the supporters

of public education such as you and this association. We have
seen what works and we are attempting to ensure that every school
has an opportunity to put in to place what works on behalf of

education.

As you may know, the President is a strong supporter of
charter schools within the public education system and earlier
this year I visited a charter school in.a poor neighborhood in
California’s San Fernando Valley. It’s called the Vaughn
Learning Center, and’ not so long ago it had been written off, “and
so had its students. Today, thanks to an energetic pr1n01pal and
her staff, teachers who understand what their goal and mission
is, communlty members who are there to be partners with the
school, changes have. occurred for the better. I saw it with ny »
own eyes and I saw the way the community has responded because of -

the leadershlp by the prlnc1pal and the teachers.

I*ve also seen 81m11ar successes from Duluth to Corpus
Christi to Philadelphia.! And I know that ‘even here in
Washington, D.C., which receives so much criticism, in one of our
city’s toughest and most ! dangerous neighborhoods, there is a.
combined elementary and. mlddle school called Fletcher-Johnson .~
that stays open from mernlng until evening, on Saturdays, and
during the summer. The school has sports teams, a ski club,.
drill team, gospel ch01rs, string orchestras, marching bands,
computer clubs, a newspaper club, and has sent its students to
compete in the Olympics ?f the Mlnd.

Now you can 1mag1ne 'what an absolute dr1v1ng force the

principal of that school is. By going out, working around the

bureaucracy, working around the obstacles that are in the way,
order to ensure that the students in the school have those
opportunltles. But that’s what we want for all of our children.
Giving parents and teachers and administrators, particularly
prlnc1pals, more autonomy and flexibility, works.

The President visited a school in Long Beach where students
are required to wear unlforms, and one boy explained to him that
the students picked green and white uniforms because the gang
colors were red and blue. And this young man told my husband
that for the first time 1n two years he could go to school
without looking over hls'shoulder. ,
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We know our kids need ‘safe, drug-free, violence-free
environments in which to flourish and we can look around this

country and we can see some of what it takes to get there in even
‘the toughest situations. We know our children need to be

challenged, and stlmulated and given the tools for a modern
education and again we can Ssee many, many models of that
happening in all klnds of schools ‘from one end of our country to
the other. . : o
. | ,
© Yet too often these success stories are 1gnored. They don’t
make the news, they’re not in the headlines. We must, on behalf
of public education,- make it clear that the success storles are
the ones that deserve to be heard and seen because they far
outnumber the problens that ‘we face. And I hope that all of you
will help the President: and the Secretary and the entire
Administration get that . ‘message. out.
As the President told teachers just a few weeks ago, "I will
not tolerate an.assault .on the fundamental structure of

-education, opportunity and excellence in this country.. Nor

should any citizen tolerate such an assault."

I

And with your voices and your experience, others of your
fellow Americans will understand what to do to prevent that kind.

‘of frontal attack on the values and the opportunltles and the

accompllshments of publrc educatlon.

. I hope that as we’ stand together on behalf of publlc
educatlon, you will have‘a broader audience in which to tell your
story. You will also haye support for what you know needs to be
done, the kind of programs you’ve been supporting already. Just
think of the few things that the President has been able to get
through in the last three and a half years.

: He’s promoted a comprehen51ve strategy to renew our schools;
expanded Head Start; eleVvated standards for teachHers that will
give them better training; created school-to-work programs that
will train young people to find jobs if they do not go on to four
year colleges, set a goal of connecting every classroom and

tllbrary in the United States to the Internet by the year 2000,

And one of the most 1mportant parts is keeping our schools
safe, whether it’s the Drug Free Schools Act or trying to prevent
assault weapons from gettlng into the hands of teenagers, signing
the %"zero tolerance for guns legislation;" proposing other .
activities that will strengthen your hand and the hands of

- communities against violent gang activity; requested additional

funding for the Community Schools program so that more schools
can keep their doors open after classes and on weekends.

i

We have got to giveﬁour children activities they can say

‘"yes" to between three and six o’clock in the afternoon.

i
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Otherw1se, too many of ﬁhem end up in 51tuat10ns that lead to
self destructlve behav1or and decisions.

So what we’re trying to do is recreate: that partnershlp
between teachers and pr1nc1pa15 and educators and all the rest of

‘Americans that I remember so well. Earlier this month the

President called for five billion dollars over the next four
years for school constructlon and renovation. Many of our
schools are in terrible! disrepair. When I walk into some of

' those schools that are kept as clean as they can be despite walls

that are falling apart and other problems that exist, I know how

_‘much we need to repair and malntaln .our schools better.

"But“I also know that the real maglc of educatlon takes place
inside those classrooms. And that’s where the joy of teaching
and the support that all of us should be giving you and teachers
is so essential. |

- My father used to say "If you get in trouble at home, you
get in trouble at school." My brothers and I didn’t like that

- very much because we knew that there was a solid adult front that

we could not get over, under or around. Now we need to
reconstruct adult authorlty again. So that you feel supported by
the parents of your students and the citlzens in your

'communltles.

i

. And I hope that alllof us in the next months and years, will

~be standlng firm on behalf of publlc education and speaking out

loudly and clearly aboutlwhy it is essential to support what you
do every day. There is no nobler profession than being an
educator. And there is no more dedicated group of people than
teachers, admlnlstrators, and partlcularly prlnc1pals working in
our publlc schools. ,

. I recently read about the story of a woman named Hannah
Breece, who was an educatlon pioneer from Pennsylvania who went
to Alaska to teach between 1904 and 1918. She was 45 years old
when she first arrived, whlch gives some of us hope about new
possibilities in the future. She was determined to go to the

"most remote villages and she did. She traveled by dogsled,

canoe, on horseback and walklng through snow and ice. At tlmes
she had to hide from bears, sleep in primitive unheated cabins,
and once almost got caught in a forest fire.

Now luckily today most of you and your fellow pr1n01pals

‘don’t have to worry about forest fires and bears around your

schools. And I doubt that any of you commute to work on a
dogsled or in a canoe. . But like Hannah Breece, and like

thousands and hundreds of thousands of educators before you, you

contend with the obstacles of today. You face challenges that
she didn’t dreanm of, and like her 'you stay committed to
educatlon, because you care about our children and our future.

>-9
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The President and I stand with you. We really believe in
what you’re doing. We want to help you do the best job you can
and we want to help you change what you know needs to be changed

so that every pr1n01palncan do the best job possible. This is
not just for our schools and not even just for our children.

If you look at our country, if you look at the faces of the

"American athletes who are competing in Atlanta, you see black and

brown and white, you see men and women, you hear the accents of
cities, and suburbs, and small rural towns: You really see
America. That is not p0551ble and has never been achieved in any
other country in the world. We are trying to do what nobody else

has ever had to do or ever wanted to do. Most countries made
- other choices. We havelbelieved in public education because we

know that without it‘we’would be a very different sort‘of nation.

When I visited Bosnla a few months ago with my daughter, I
not only spent time wlth some of the citizens there who were »
well-educated, Muslims, .Croates, Serbians, that had watched their

- country fall 1nto v1olence and hatred, after‘people had lived

together for generatlons. I saw the pain in their eyes and I
heard it. in their v01ces as they tried to explain to me what had
gone wrong. Why couldn’t they live together’~ What were the’

!

And then I went out and saw our American soldiers, and it

"was just like the faces pn the Olympics. As my hellcopter landed
- in these two outposts,. Camp ‘Alicia and Camp Bedrock, I saw
. America. I saw every color of face, I heard every accent

imaginable, I saw.men ang women worklng together on behalf of
peace. And maybe even more than what they have done through
their military mission. | What they have done by exhibiting to
Bosnians and others around ‘the world what really makes up
America, may be their most lasting legacy

|

hNow‘do we have problems°' Of course we do. Do we still
contend with hatred and prejudlce and discrimination? Do we not

‘live up even in our own lives to the values of our own religions

and our own country? Yes, we often fall short of what we,
ourselves, would like tolbe; But we at least try every single
day. That’s really at the heart of what makes America great, and

~why we are the longest lastlng democracy in the history of the

world ! ,

1.

- And I believe with all my heart that at the heart of that

great democratic experlment is publlc education. ' So let’s defend

it, let’s uphold it, let’s believe in it, and let’s be honest,
make the changes that need to be changed, but say loudly to any
who will listen, "We support publlc educatlon, because we love

America." Thank you all‘very much.

#H#
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