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Let’s Make R.I. Schools Best in America

By Deborah A. Gist
Providence Journal

July 7th, 2009
It was a great honor for me this week to begin serving as Rhode Island’s Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education. I grow more enthusiastic every day about the opportunity to work together with educators, parents, students, community members, and leaders to improve education in our state.
As I was interviewing for this role and throughout the transition, I heard the voices of the people of Rhode Island—parents, students, teachers, elected officials, business and education leaders—calling for more opportunities and better outcomes for our children. Our students do deserve better, and we can make that happen by working together right from the beginning.
Over the next 100 days, I will review the performance and needs of our students, teachers, and schools and the state education policies and programs. I will spend time with students, educators, parents, school-district administrators, community members, school committees, and state and local leaders to hear about their proudest accomplishments, greatest challenges, and most significant needs.
We will use what we learn to prepare an action plan with specific goals to guide our work this year and beyond. We will share this plan with the people of Rhode Island. I want, and expect, to be held accountable for results.

Some truths are already clear. There is nothing more important to the education of our students than the quality of the teacher in every classroom, and we need to do whatever it takes to ensure that excellent teachers remain in our schools. Our work must be based on the absolute understanding that every child can learn and that every child deserves the best teachers, the best community support, and the best educational programs that are available. We are setting high expectations for our children and our schools, and we must be prepared to back that up with the best teachers and the resources they need for success. That will take a strong commitment by adults willing to work for better schools, including when that means setting aside our own concerns and doing what is best for children.
Last week, the U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, called upon all educators to “behave differently” and to “move outside our comfort zones” so as to create the best educational opportunities for all learners. I agree. When faced with difficult decisions, we must have the courage to do what's best for students, even when that may not be easy or expedient.

We must have great resolve to tear down the barriers to an equal opportunity for every child to succeed. We must take action to keep more students in school and to prepare them to graduate ready for college and success in the workplace. We must do more to make our classrooms challenging for children, to engage our students in such a way that they cannot wait to see what they can accomplish in school every day. 
In recent weeks you may have heard about the federal Race to the Top program, which will  reward states willing to accelerate the pace of educational improvement. I strongly believe that Rhode Island can win this race to the top, and we're off to a great start.  But this race is not a sprint – it’s a marathon. The road ahead requires fresh thinking, tenacity, and determination. Most of all, it will require that every Rhode Islander share the belief that, if we work together, Rhode Island can have the best public schools in the nation.
Public education isn’t a job; it’s a calling, a responsibility. More than two decades ago, I started my career as a teacher, and I cannot imagine wanting to do anything other than helping children to learn. I have never and will never—even for a moment—forget the wonderful joys and many challenges of teaching, and that is at the heart of every decision I make as a leader.

I know our students and their families are ready for this change, and we must not let them down. Winston Churchill said, “The price of greatness is responsibility.” If we want great schools across Rhode Island—the best in the world—then we are responsible for creating that greatness – all of us. I am ready to link arms with educators, leaders, and residents throughout the state to bring a true education renaissance to Rhode Island. Join me.
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