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Deborah A. Gist
Remarks upon her appointment as Commissioner of Education
State House, April 2, 2009
Thank you all for being here and for giving me an opportunity to help to lead this great state in its quest for better schools for all children.

It is a tremendous honor to be asked to serve the people of Rhode Island and I am excited for this opportunity. I commit to you that I will work tirelessly every day with the great educators and community leaders here to improve our schools.

Our work will begin with 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, technology, and other resources that are available. This will be an era of the highest expectations for our children and the strongest commitment by adults to work for better schools.

I am grateful to the Board of Regents and to the Governor for the faith you have shown in me. I will work every day to honor the respect and confidence that you have shown me.

The people of Rhode Island and its leaders have a proud history of supporting public education, and I am truly humbled to have an opportunity to become Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education. This is a chance to build on the work of Commissioner McWalters, whom I’ve long admired, and the staff at the Rhode Island Department of Education, along with educators and families across the state who have done wonderful work. Yet, we all want more for our children.
Our state’s 150,000 public-school students are depending on all of us to do whatever it takes to create better schools, and that is what we must do. Throughout the selection process, I heard the voice of the people of Rhode Island—parents, students, teachers, business and education leaders—calling for more and better for Rhode Island children.
Public education isn’t a job; it’s a calling, a responsibility. I started my career as a teacher more than two decades ago, 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 joys and challenges of teaching children every day, and that is the heart of every decision I make as a leader.
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 graduate them ready for college and success in the workplace. We must do more to make schools challenging for children, to engage our students in such a way that they cannot wait for class every day, cannot wait to see what they can accomplish in school that day. We must set high expectations for every child and high expectations for how we, the adults, will serve those children every day.
If America is going to lead the world in the 21st century, America’s schools must lead the world. And Rhode Island’s schools can and will be a leader among them. And that responsibility, for creating the world’s best schools, lies squarely on our shoulders.
A short distance from here, the father of public education in America is buried. Horace Mann was a Brown University graduate, and his work to create an equal opportunity for all children to be educated is honored still today, 150 years after his death.
Horace Mann said that education “beyond all devices of human origin, is a great equalizer of the conditions of men.”
So here in this great state of Rhode Island, it is indeed our responsibility to make life better for all our children by offering them the best device of human origin to improve their condition – an excellent education.

That work continues, and begins anew, right here, right now.

Thank you all for this honor. I am eager and ready to begin!



























