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What I Saw in Our Schools

By Deborah A. Gist, Education Commissioner
“Great teachers have changed my life.” How often have you heard someone say those words? How often have you said them yourself?

When I came to Rhode Island in July to start my new job as commissioner of education, I knew I wanted to learn first-hand about teaching and learning in our state. That’s why I decided to visit every school district in the state – to see what’s going on in our public schools.

Now, six months later, I’ve completed my round of visits. I’ve been to each of our 36 school districts, to every charter school, and to each state-operated school. I’ve visited adult-education sites, early-childhood centers, and Head Start programs. We have held five community forums around the state, which nearly 500 Rhode Islanders attended. I’ve been in more than 100 schools and more than 300 classrooms. 

These visits were not just ceremonial. They were a learning experience for me. I visited our schools because I wanted to listen, to celebrate success, to get feedback, and to hear concerns. Too often, policymakers haven’t really heard what issues are troubling students, teachers, and parents. 

What did I hear? 

Across our state, there are families, community members, school leaders, teachers, parents, and students who deeply care about the quality of education and completely understand its implications – not only on the opportunities for each child to succeed but also on the overall health of the economy in our community.

People get it that education matters, and they are ready for change. They fully understand that we need to do better.

As I travel around the state, I always ask students to think about the really great teachers they’ve had in Rhode Island. I ask the students to tell me what these teachers did that made them great, and they don’t hesitate. 

Their answers are very consistent. Great teachers make learning fun. They make sense of the material. They show why the material is important and relevant. They want to make sure that we understand. They help us. They inspire us. They care. 

As one student said to me: “Excellent teachers expect greatness consistently. They expect your best every time.” When your teacher believes you can do more, you believe it, too, he said. You’re always at your best.
Researchers have probably spent a lot of time coming up with a list of what makes a great teacher, and all they had to do was ask the students! It’s the same list.

On my list, ensuring educator excellence is my highest priority. I truly believe that the single most important factor in the education of our students is the effectiveness of our teachers. As we work together to transform Rhode Island education, let’s make sure that every student has highly effective teachers, every school has highly effective leaders, and all educators have the support they need to improve their craft throughout their careers.
Why? Because great teachers change lives. 
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