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Thank you so much. Thank you Bill for your kind introduction 
and thank you for your hospitality when I was with you. And 
thank you most of all for thirU<ing that I can sing. You are the· 
only person who's ever heard me sing who would say that. I 
am very grateful that we we* singing happy birthday to you 
so I think it was an appropriate occasion. . , 

. . I . 

I am delighted to be here and I have a great deal of 
appreciation for the work th~t you do and the commitment 
that you have made for your Ilife's work to be on behalf of 
children and education. I was speaking with some of the" 
officers of this organization before we came in and I 
mentioned that I couldn't imagine all of the phone calls many 
of you received early this morning because I have friends that , 
are superintendents and they say that the hardest decision is 
wheth~r or not to call up a s9hool and you have to make it 
when you are woken up from a cold sleep at four or five 
o'clock in the morning sometimes. So I know that a number of 
you have been up for quite a:few hours. ' 

I want to thank the President: and thank you for inviting me 

arid I also want to thank Walter Sullivan from Skaneatales 

with whom I had the pleasur~ of meeting and being with this 


, summer and talking about education issues in one of his 
district schools and having a:wonderful conversation. I am 
delighted to be able to contiryue that. 

I 

Also 1 am pleased that we have such a broad cross-section of 
I 

, the state represented here. 141so have been told that some 
people had to tum back because of the weather. So thank 
you again for inviting me an9, for the work you do every day on 
behalf of this state. You kno~ sometimes it is easy for people 
to lose site of all the progress that has been,made in public 
education in our country bec~use of the challenges that we 
still face. i 

,, 
As someone who has worked on and been involved in the 

I 

hard efforts that have gone into making our schools work 
better for all of our children for nearly thirty years, I can see 
that progress and 1 think we have to take a little time to look 
at where we've been and wh~re we are today in order to make 

, 



the best use of our energy to ;be ~ble to move forward in this 
.new century to do the very best Job we can for all of our . 
children. 

I can remember.that one of~y earliest jobs as a lawyer just 
out oflaw school was at the ¢hildren's defense fund. And I 
came on board in 1973 just as there were many people. 

I 

around the country focusing ~:m the #'s of children who were 
not in school blc at that time if you compared school 

I 

enrollment figures in census figures you would see in every 
state across the country and gertainly in most school 
districts and census districts you would see a disparity. And 
the mystery was where were these children and who were 
they. I 

, 

So I became one of the peopl¢ working on this study and I 
went door to door and knocking on doors and asking people 
how many children was therd, whether they were in school 
and if they weren't in school, Iwhy weren't they in school. I'll 

never forget walking into a small apartment in Massachusetts 


. and seeing a bright youngchjild with an eager look on her face 

sitting in a wheel chair. She Had never been to school. 

" . 
I 

There were no accommodatiqns for her to go to schooL In 
other homes I met first gener~tion immigrant families who 
took children out of school atl the age of 9 or 10 or 12 and put 
them to work. I met children who lived in cold climates like 
NY or New England who di~'tr have much money and frankly, 
didn't have warm clothes. Th~y didn't go to school for large 
parts of the year. In place afte'r place I personally met ~d 
saw some of the children whd were not then in school. And 
"any of you who were not thed in education thirty or forty " 
years, as some in this room have, you know exactly what I 
am talking about that there w~re lots and lots of children that 
were left out and we were Pru1 of writing a report about those 
children and a report about th9se children and that along with 
a lot of other work by many p¢ople around the country began 
what up until then was an unn'oticed or at least "untalked" 
about problem, " 

I was very impressed then as ~ am now that the hard work of 
public education is left to each of us in every generation and 
over the years many of you haye worked hard to knock down 
the barriers that stood in the Way of any child receiving the 
education that he or she deserVed to have. We have opened 
the doors of our public school~ we have opened the doors of 

r 



our colleges. And we contin* to push them as wide open as 
we possibly can. We have ra~sed test scores. Lost in a lot of 
the criticism of public educa#on is that as we have taken 
more and more children in-c~ildren with disabilities, children 
whose first language wasn't English, children who hav,e other 
difficulties, we have continu~d to keep pace by any fair 
assessment of where public e~ucation is today. We've kept 
dreams alive and we have done it because we believe that 

, I 

every child can learn. ,I'm fo~d of quoting the mantra that is 
used at P;S. 1 in Manhattan, ~hat is: "All children can learn. 
No exceptions. No excuses.'" 

But we know still that just as 23, 50, 100 years ago there 
1

were obstacles and challenges in providing the very best 
schools that we could. W eha~e them also today. There are 
many of us in this room who knew good, decent, hard-working 

I 

people who made a very good living without much education. 
And it is just within the spac¢ of really about 30 years that ' 
the economy has changed so iiramatically, that so many of 

I 

those jobs that used to be avapable are just no longer there. 
And so we know that we haye new challenges that we have to 
address. It is a revolutionary ~tatement to believe that all 
children can learn but that is part of the core of the (inaudible) 
in our public school system. ' 

In many countries children ar~ literally written off: I have had 
the privilege to travel all ovdthe world on behalf of this 
country both with my husbanq and alone and there are still 
many places in the world where if you're poor, you're of a 
certain tribe or caste, if you're la girl, you're not expected to 

I
learn. And you don't have a cliance to see how far your 
dreams can take you. That has never been what we have 
believed, although, we have had to work hard to make sure 
that those doors were open to ~ll students. Children learn 
differently and we have had to adjust to the styles and 

I ' 

methods but we have never given up on any group or class in 
America. 'I 

Now, like you, I have been in flnd out of classrooms in many, 
many schools throughout New York and the United States 
and indeed around the world . .(\nd I've seen the magic of 
learning take place and I've seen the kind of boredom, lack of 
attention, lack of discipline th~t means that not much learning 
is going on. I have seen children who are totally engaged in 
what they're doing and I have ~een children who are doing the 
same work that an older brother or sister or mother did. I met 

! 
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a woman just recently who said you know, my child has the 
same teacher this 'year that I did. I did the same lesson 
plans. 

I 

So I've seen the best and I'vel seen the worst. I can sense it 
now having been in and out 9f so many classrooms as, to 
what's going on just as you c}m when you walk in the doors of 
one of your schools and you iwalk in the door of one of the 
classrooms in that school. I've also been to schools with 
"state-of-the-art" everything J

I 

mean its impossible to imagine 
what more can be done for tnis school. ' 

There's all the latest technolo!gy, there's audio-visual, there's 
this and that and everything t~at you could possibly order, in 
addition to what is coming di~rectly to the school, the,parents 
volunteer and raise money so; that the children in those : 
schools have everything you could possibly imagine. As 

, I 

,competitive with, if not more, competitive with the finest private 
schools in the country. And then I've been to schools here in 
New York, where you have b1uildings built for 1,000 where you 
2,000 are cramped in; where you have classrooms with thirty 
and forty kids; where you have (inaudible) falling down and 
whole sections of schools tha~ are (inaudible) because it . 
would be too dangerous for apyone to teach or for students to 
try to learn. I've been in schools that are still being heated by 
coal-fired furnaces and I've been in schools that have long ago 

I 

left behind 19th century techriology. For more than 17 years I 
have been an advocate for wqrking with people and bripging 
people together to fix whatevrr needs to be fixed in our' 
schools to try to make sure that all of our schools work the 
very best they can. 

Right after the Nation-at-Ris~ Report came out in 1983.my 
husband asked me to chair a committee in Arkansas that 
was aimed at the writing and implementing of new standards. 
to try to raise the level of edu?ation in Arkansas. We brought 
people together and we work(fd hard to raise standards and 
increase accountability, and also to put more money into 

I . 
those school$ that were ranked at the very bottom because of 
the effort of resources going ih. How differently there were 
. l . . 

from the public schools that I had attended in a suburb of 
Chicago because I had a superb public school education and 
many of the things I took for ~ranted in the 1950s have not 
reached Arkansas in the 1980~. 

There are schools here in New York that demonstrate the 
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same kind of gap between w~at we can provide our students 
and what we have not provided for all of our students. ,We 
have to ask ourselves some Hard questions. We certainly 
cannot cheat our children by)owering our expectations of 
them, that's something I knoy.' that all of you believe. We also 
know that we can't raise stan~ards without increasing the 
resources need to go to enable aU children to meet those 
standards. ' " 

And so I believe now that we have to take a hard look at the 
challenges that we face as pr~vious generations have had to 
do. Yes, we do have to end social promotion because we no 
longer absorb kids who can't:do the basics in the job market. 
I was speaking to a man just :in Buffalo last week that 
employs a lot of iron workers a lot of very hard working people 
who used to have a very clear idea of what their job was but , 
now they find they have to c6ri1pete globally for the jobs that 
can be done in Buffalo and s6 he's gone out and bought them 
all computers arid employed ~omeone to teach them how to 
use those computers so that they can "Qe do graphing and the 
kind of work that needs to be' done to figure out (inaudible) the 
work that iron workers do. 

And many of you know th~t for a young person who wants to 
be an automechanic they hav~ to know how to run and" " 
understand computers becau~e of what is fueling most of our 
automobiles today. So, yes, vre do needto send a very clear 
message to our students that ~e are not going to just 
promote you through school without learning something blc 
that's not fair to you and that'$ not fair to the rest of us 
because you need to be empl~yed. But we also have to help 
those young peop~e and the" s~hools that educate them so 
that our talk about standards and expectations is more than 

I , 

just talk, but that instead, we have a planned strategy about 
how we can achieve them. 

If we are going to make sure that every child can learn 'then 
I 

we have to do a number of things. We have to make sure that 
our children have the best pO$sible teachers. And I don't have 
to tell any of you that the teasher shortage that we face is a 
very serious challenge for all :of our schools. We are going to 
need to recruit based on the l~test ofour figures about 2 
million teachers over the nex~ ten years--250,OOO of them in 
this state alone. 

, 
We are going to have to do sqmething about the fact that one 



of every (inaudible) two teaqhers now leaves teaching after the 
first year. Now we can't just bpen our classrooms and' leave 
new teachers unprepared fori the challenges they face. How 
often do we here that the least experienced teachers are 
teaching subjects that they know little about. How often do 
we here that first-rate teachers and administrators who love 
their jobs are leaving in frusiration because they are not 
getting the help or the respest that they deserve to have. It's 
not just a teacher shortage w¢ face. We also' have to address 
the respect shortage, the salaty shortage, and the support. ' 

, shortage that rob our educators and the students who rely on 
them of the kind of the comrhitment that we should be'making 
to all of you and the people trat you employ and the children 
who pass through y:our distript. 

, I 

I remember visiting a schooliin Queens; twice, once last 
spring and once again on the; first day of school. And I had 
lunch in the teachers' kitcherilcafeteria area twice, with the 
principal and some of the te~chers and we talked abo~t what 
needed to be done injust that one school to try to meet the 
needs of the students. The sc~ool is already overcrowded by 
five or six hundred students and they're expecting six to, eight

I , 

hundred more, maybe by add,ing some modular classrooms 
that fall. These students spoke 27 or 28 different languages. 

I had a first experience for m:e. I went into a classroom where 
children spoke Hindi and Bengali were being instructed. 'Many 
of them were first generation' immigrants, and the children of 
single parents but they were good kids. I mean I've sat and 
talked with a bunch of them In the library and one little boy, 

I 

painfully, plaintively said to me, "You know Mrs. qinton why 
is it that it's only the bad kids who get all of the attention: You 
know nobody who does anything good ever 'gets any 
attention. Now this is a child!that wanted me to know that he 
and his friends were trying tq help out some kids who were 
getting picked on and they whe trying to kind of make it OK 
for some kids to walk back and forth to school. And those 
children deserve our attentiort and our support because they 

I 
~e going to be part ofNew York. . ' , 

Gray Davis, the governor of California, had an interesting 
saying. You know he said thJt it used be that we had about 6 
workers for every person on Social Security but at the rate all 
of us baby bloomers are aging its going to be down to 2 
people working in 20 or 30 YFars to support all of us. And 
Gray said:that I'm going to p~ck out the two that I want right 

"I 
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now so that I can make sure ,that they get the best 
educations possible because II am really counting on them. 
Well ifeveryone of us thought of our children that way, so that 
when we see pictures of chil~ren we don't think of imm:ediate 
stereotypes and all the probl~ms we think, flyou know, there 
are all the young peqple that: are going to be working to fuel 
our economy who are going :to be supporting us as we get 
into our old age, not so far from now. Arid then we would 
understand why even if we no longer have children in the . 
public school system it is our responsibility and it is in our , . 
self-interest to support you doing the very best job that you 

can. 


You know J have heard a loti ofconcern everywhere around the 
state about what can be don~ to address the' teacher . 
shortage and how we can be :sure that every school has the 
equipment and the resourcesithat we need .. Well I'm very. 
pleased that we are working ~oward the..goal in.Washington 
and providing 1 00,000 quali~y teachers and I certainly am 
cOI1).mitted to that goal. I thiI}k there has to bt; federal support 
for us meeting this teacher snortage challenge because it is a 

. I . . 

national problem. 
I 

So if! were able to be in W ~shington representing you I would 
stand up very strongly for dealing with our teacher shortage 
issue and making sure that tHe federal government did help 
hard pressed districts be abl~ to afford the quality teachers 
that you need. But we also h~ve to make sure that our . 
teachers get the education that they need. There are too 
many teachers teaching subjects that they are not prepared 

• I . 

for so we need to do more to'provide continuing education and 
support so that those teacher$ can be the best they can be in 

. the classroom. And we need ~o try to entice people who are 
mid-career and consider teaching. There are many people , 
who are now leaving the milltary, leaving other professions 

that are iriterested in teaching, we need to have some 

incentives to get them into ttie classroom as well. 


. I, 
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I hope we look at some incentives for some of our retiring and 
even retired teachers. Again hs a national program to address 
this teacher shortage, there are many retired teachers who 
are still active and very dynabic and perhaps with some 
encouragement could be entibed to get back into the . 

I 

classroom. But we have to do what we can to bring down the 
I 

size in our classes-particularly in the lower grades. And we 

also have to address the prob'lem of facilities. All over the 


! 
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state I've heard about crumb,ing schools, too few schools, the 
need to modernize. When I ~as in Buffalo last week I learned 
that Buffalo has some of the: oldest school (inaudible) in the 
entire country. Many of those buildings it will be very difficult 

. I . 
to wire for new technology. So what are we going to do as a . 
nation because the problem of facilities is one that runs from 

I
coast-to-coast as well as throughout New York. . 

And throughout America, w~ have seen time and again that 

many dis~ricts cannot rate thfir property taxes any high~r in 

order to pass the bonds that are needed to fund the 


I 

improvements and to build t~e new schools. For five years, 
the administration has proposed a program where the federal 
government would be able t~ defray the interest on bonds and 

I 

help hard-pressed communities have the resources that are 
I 

needed to· make sure our fadlities are up-to-date and modern 
I 

and I would fight for that because I don't think we could ask, 
especially a lot of the districts.in New York that have gone the. 
extra mile time and time again to tax themselves anymore to 

I . 

provide the facilities thatarelrequired. 

Look when I think about edU;cation I don't think just about 

schools. Because for me edutation starts in the earliest days 

of a child's life and life-long learning goes on'long into 

adulthood today. We can't ju~t worry about what goes on 

when a child enters elementary school or goes on to junior 


I 

high school or high school. \}'e have to recognize that if we 
have well-prepared students then the family also has to take 

. responsibility and so I have l¢)fig advocated doing whatwe can 
to understand that we, as par~nts, are our child's first 
teachers and that much of wHat we want to do in the public 
school system will not be sUGcessful if families do not 
understand their responsibili~ies as well. So I have long 
advocated programs that may' sound simple but which I think

I . 

make a profound difference. If every parent in America, every 
parent in New York, read to their children twenty minutes a 
day starting from infancy, yo:u would have a lot more readers 
by third grade in every one Of your school districts. If they 
can't read well themselves then don't be embarrassed, tell a 
story, use the words. 

I don't know if any of you hare seen a report that struck me 

so dramatically and I actuallY. wrote about it in my book 

wherefore, of course a number of years researchers from the 


, University of Kansas trackedlthe word usage in different ' 
families of different economic and educational levels. Because 

" ! 

, I 
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they were testing children about vocabulary which underlies 

I . 

all learning and they found that there were correlations-that 
children who came from very poor families-families that loved' 
their children as much as anybody could, families that wanted 
the best for their children, b~t families where often the parents 
didn't have much education,lthere wasn't much verbal. 
interplay, there wasn't much talk going on in the home. 

And in fact instead of the kind of conversation that you find 
further up the educational arid economic ladder oftentimes the 
language of the children heai-d, was very negative language 

I 

blc the parents were so worried about what might happen to 
their children. You've seen it; you've seen it in your schools; 
you've seen it in supermark~t aisles where you see a parent 
saying "No , , no, no" or "Don't do that" or "Don't come near ~ 

there," because it's not out of any sense.of "I'm not goirig to 
I 

make my child a very good learner. II It's, "I. want to protect my' 
child. I want to make sure. tJy child knows how. to behave.~' . , 
But the message the child g~ts is that language is not a very. 
comfortable medium.' . 

I 

Further up the economic ladaer, in families with high school 
educations there were more tonversations but not very much. 
And then up to the level of Higher economic and educational 
status there was a lotoftalk.! Sometimes, too much talk, you 

I 

know. But there was a lot oflrichness in the vocabulary. Is it 
any surprise that the childre~ come already with an advantage 
because they have so many more words by the age of five 
and we actually acquire abo~t 50% ofour vocabulary QY the 
age of five. So if it's a meag¢r vocabulary and it doubles, it's 
not going to be anywhere near what that five-year-old's that's 
been in a rich language envitonment came with. ' 

i • 
Those of you who are fans of Frank McCourt m Angela's 
Ashes, one of the gifts, and ( talked to Frank about this, 
despite the most horrific po~erty and drunkenness and terrible 


, living conditions, one oftheigifts he got were words ... lots and 

lots of words which certainly served him a good staid when he 

went out to become a teacher and a very wonderful writer. 

So how do we get the message across to families that they 
have to be full partners. The;schools have to be part of 
carrying that message but sol does the rest of society and 
during this campaign as I tra;~el around New York I am going 
to be talking about issues lik:e that that people don't often 
think ought to be part of a political environment or part of a 
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Senate campaign but if my C:ampaign could encourage' 
several hundred thousand more New York families to read to 

I . . 

their children, I would be a very happy person because we 
would begin to lay the grou~d work for people understanding 
what they must do to prepar~ our children for school. . 

We also have to make sure that we do have access to quality 
child care and we're just not ~oii1g a good enough job on that.· 
Too many working families ,who are hard-pressed don't have 
the support they need. We a~so have to provide the support 
for more mothers who would like to stay at home with their 
own children, we make it a very difficult choice for a lot of 
families. So that mom just doesn't think she can be her 
child's first teacher in a full-hme way because of the 
economic pressures that so rhany of our families feel today. 

I
i . 
I' . 

And we have to provide after-school programs and we're doing 
a .better job in something th~t I've worked very hardon.in the

I . . 

last few years so that where ;children need extra help where . 

they get a (inaudible), keep them off the, streets, keep them 

out' of trouble, communities !are able to provide that. But all 

that responsibility should nqt and cannot rest just on the 

school. Schools need to be nartnered by businesses, 

colleges, and libraries, and others throughout every . 

community within the state.IButwe alsQ have to take on the 

issue of the messages that tHe larger media culture. 


I 
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