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Hafa adai and good evening.  Thank you for being here tonight for the 2014 

State of Public Education address.  Welcome back to the Southern High 

School fine arts auditorium.  Another round of applause for the students who 

have just performed.  And this setting is really unbelievable.  I want to 

recognize our GATE staff for the stage setting, our Chamorro studies 

division and teachers for the floral decorations, and all of the administrators 

and staff who helped pull this event together. It’s incredible. 

 

Let me thank our emcees for doing a wonderful job introducing our elected 

and appointed leaders, our administrators, and our community partners.  It’s 

a busy time of year for everyone, and the weather’s not so great.  So I’m 

grateful to have so many of you in the audience today.   

 

I want to also give a very special thanks to my family for being here.  My 

wife, Melissa.  My two kids, Gabriella and Zachary, who attend Tamuning 

and LBJ Elementary Schools.  Are there any teachers or staff here from 

Tamuning or LBJ?  My parents, Dr. Juan and Gloria Fernandez.  My 

siblings and their guests and families as well. When things get complicated 

or stressful, my family is my support group, and I want to recognize them 

for that thankless task. 

 

And finally, let me recognize a few more VIPs.  Our teachers. Our school 

staff. Our parents and guardians. And most especially our public school 

students.  I am honored that you are here today. 

 

Before I get too far into my speech, I just want to address something right 

off the bat.  We’re in the middle of an election season.  Election Day is just 

around the corner. The candidates are out there beating the pavement for 

votes.  Talking to constituents. Sharing their ideas.  In a tight race, anything 

can happen.  So I feel a little bit of pressure up here, because some of you 

want to know whether I’ll say anything political tonight.   

 

Well, when I took on this role as Superintendent, I made a firm commitment 

to keep politics out of education.  And I’m going to stick to it.  So let me 

take this opportunity to make an announcement up front.  I will NOT be 

endorsing ANY of the candidates for Student Council President at Tamuning 

Elementary School.  My daughter is going to be mad – she’s running for 

President.  

 



But back to business.  We are the Guam Department of Education.  We are 

comprised of 41 schools – 26 elementary schools, 8 middle schools, now 6 

high schools and an alternative program. We have 1,950 teachers and 3,800 

employees overall. At the end of September, we were serving just over 

30,500 students.  Approximately half of our students are Chamorro.  About a 

quarter of our students are Pacific Islanders, mostly from the Federated 

States of Micronesia.  About a fifth are Filipino.  Filipino students used to be 

our second highest group in terms of enrollment, but this has changed over 

the past two years, reflecting changes that are happening in our region and 

on our island. About 6 percent of our students are children with special 

needs.  Just under half of our students are categorized as English Language 

Learners.  We are the largest agency on Guam, operating with a local budget 

of $234 million, roughly half the size of the government of Guam. What we 

do impacts so many people and their families.  What we do impacts Guam’s 

future.   

 

One year ago, I was here on this stage and I said that I thought I had the best 

job in the world, being Superintendent of the Guam Department of 

Education.  I still believe that.  As I visit schools, I see hard work.  I see 

team work.  I see leadership and focus.  Not everywhere yet, but in steady 

and growing abundance.   As I go around our system, I see progress. Parents, 

who may have doubted our school system, now have hope. Partners and staff 

who have supported our schools over the years, now see growth.  

Administrators and teachers are partnering to improve teaching and learning.  

And all of this for our students.  It’s exciting and it’s positive.  And it makes 

me so proud to be a part of this team. 

 

At the same time, the work that we do is humbling, and we can’t escape that. 

The more you talk to our young people, the more you hear about their hopes, 

the obstacles they face, the uncertainty, the doubt, you understand the 

responsibility that we have, as adults, to help our kids get on a path towards 

greater opportunity. The opportunity to go to college.  The opportunity to get 

a good-paying job that will help them grow and support themselves and their 

families in the future.  What we are trying to do here is not easy, and 

progress doesn’t happen overnight. But we are committed to this important 

work because we believe in our mission, we believe in our young people, 

and we want a better future for them and for Guam. 

 

So I thank all of you for your help in this effort.  Thank you to the teachers, 

support staff, and administrators for taking our students into your care each 



and every day and working hard to help them fulfill their dreams.  And 

parents, thank you for encouraging and helping your children to always seek 

opportunities greater than the ones we had.   

 

At this time last year, we were celebrating the opening of this renovated fine 

arts theater as well as the gym next door.  We were in the process of 

finalizing roof repairs and fire alarm installations at all of our schools.  We 

had completed the renovations of Untalan and Oceanview Middle School 

gyms. We were pushing forward with technology, with mobile laptop carts, 

multimedia projectors, interactive whiteboards, and new classrooms for 

science, technology, engineering and math at Untalan and George 

Washington High School. 

 

That was one year ago.  Tonight, I want to bring you up to speed on all that’s 

happened since then and to take this moment to celebrate the continued 

progress of our public schools. 

 

Let’s start with facilities.  The expansion of Okkodo High School.  

Originally built to serve 1200 students, Okkodo had 1400 from almost the 

very start.  I’ve seen the students try to squeeze into the cafeteria every day 

at lunchtime. This past July, we completed a $22 million expansion that 

added 70,000 square feet, 23 new classrooms, a culinary arts facility, a new 

cafeteria, new labs, a resurfaced track, a new concession stand, and desks, 

tables, and equipment for all classrooms.  Okkodo is now ready to serve up 

to 2,000 Bulldogs! 

 

The renovation of Untalan Middle School. The school was shut down in 

January 2012 due to safety concerns, leaving the Wildcats to be temporarily 

housed at Tiyan for the last two years.  This past August, we completed a 

$12 million renovation of the entire campus with a beautiful school façade, 

more space for parking and buses, added concrete classrooms and canopies, 

a renovated cafeteria, restrooms and offices, new air conditioners, and 

additional drainage to prevent flooding that used to occur. We even refused 

to let a last-minute attempt at vandalism delay us from bringing the Untalan 

Wildcats back to Barrigada! 

 

The opening of a new Tiyan High School.  With most of our high schools 

bursting at the seams last school year, with JFK and GW at close to 2,700 

students, we needed a solution.  That solution was Tiyan High School, which 

opened this past July.  We were told it wasn’t possible.  To get agreement 



from our village mayors.  To bring students from these different schools, 

villages and backgrounds into one school at one time.  But we did it.  By 

working together with village leaders, parents, students, and teachers, we 

were able to start a new community at Tiyan High School, and 1200 Titans 

can now call Tiyan home.  Congratulations, Titans! 

 

And we weren’t just satisfied completing these projects – we opened all 41 

of our schools – whether existing, renovated, new schools – on time!  If 

these projects weren’t enough, look at what we did with the central offices.  

If you’ve ever visited our old headquarters in Hagatna, you know what it 

was like to work there.  Mold.  Roof leaks.  Electrical hazards.  Plants 

growing through cracks.  Rodents. Last year, I reminded everyone that the 

central office was not my top priority, because we have schools out there 

that need our attention first.  But when we were offered three buildings in 

Tiyan specifically set aside for administrative uses, we took advantage of the 

opportunity to provide our staff a safer and healthier place to work. To give 

our customers – our parents, employees, students – a better place to conduct 

business. 

 

If you visit our schools, you can see the renewed investment in sports 

facilities.  Last year, we made progress with the renovated Untalan and 

Oceanview gyms and a new Okkodo High School track.  This year, we are 

completing upgrades on the gym at Jose Rios Middle School.  Soon, we will 

break ground on a new high school gym for Tiyan High School, which our 

Titans rightfully deserve.  And this past weekend, we cut the ribbon to 

celebrate the renovated George Washington High School track.  It was only 

right that we held that ceremony on the same night that the Gecko Warriors 

emerged as football champions this season.  Right, Geckos?  Once we begin 

to see the additional funds generated by Public Law 32-60, which dedicates 

revenues from the limited gaming tax to GDOE sports facilities, we will do 

even more for our student-athletes. 

 

There’s still more ahead.  The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers reported that 

our school system faces $90 million in deferred maintenance.  Last year, I 

had to close Simon Sanchez High School for a week to address regulatory 

concerns about the safety of the facility.  As a result, the Guam Legislature 

and Governor Calvo moved forward with legislation to finance $100 million 

in school modernization projects, beginning with a renovation of Simon 

Sanchez High School and a master facilities plan to guide our future 



improvements across the school system.  We can’t wait to see this major 

investment come to fruition.   

 

As we work on facilities, we are committed to being models of good 

stewardship of our resources.  I expect to finalize an agreement soon that 

will allow us to install ground-mounted solar panels this school year at four 

of our leased schools – Okkodo High School, Astumbo Middle School, 

Adacao Elementary, Liguan Elementary.  The savings produced would go 

back towards helping us to address the needs of our schools.  Over time, 

working with existing legislation, we hope to expand our ability to tap 

renewable energy across more of our schools. 

 

We are trying to be efficient with how we have procured air conditioners. 

This year, we installed over 2,200 energy-efficient air conditioners across 

our school system, including the cafeterias at Juan M. Guerrero and Maria 

Ulloa Elementary Schools, which have never had air-con ever.  Yes, I know, 

some of you adults are shaking your heads and talking about how you didn’t 

have any air-con in the good old days.  But have you ever visited a class full 

of sweaty kindergarteners and have them look up at you with those little cute 

sweaty faces and ask you what’s wrong with their air-con?  I have.  Oh, it’s 

not pretty.  We’ve made a lot of progress in answering the needs of our 

students. 

 

So I guess that about sums it up with facilities.  I think it would be enough to 

celebrate these achievements by themselves, but it’s not all we did.   

 

We created an opportunity to build private support for our schools. Over the 

past twelve months, we found a dedicated group of private sector leaders to 

advance the newly-created Foundation for Public Education, which is a non-

profit organization that will help to raise funds to benefit our public school 

students.  The Foundation helped sponsor our GDOE 5K this year, helping 

to raise over $10,000 for classroom supplies and bringing over 1,000 runners 

together from approximately 35 of our schools.  More plans are underway to 

help support the work of our department. 

 

We implemented a new and improved teacher evaluation with a focus on 

student outcomes.  The new evaluation, funded by a National Governors 

Association grant, was developed by a dedicated group of administrators and 

teachers. It takes into account, for the first time, student academic growth 

and student perception in evaluating teacher effectiveness. Imagine that, 



asking students whether or not they think you are a good teacher.  Over the 

past school year, we piloted the evaluation at seven schools, including Maria 

Ulloa, M.U. Lujan, Price Elementary, Benavente Middle School, Jose Rios, 

Untalan, and JFK.  The new evaluation requires more teacher observations 

and more immediate feedback from administrators to improve instruction.  

That’s ultimately what we care about – improving instruction in every 

classroom.  This year, based on the positive feedback we received, this new 

evaluation will be implemented in all of our schools. 

 

We continued to strengthen our financial management.  For the first time in 

over a decade, our independent auditors gave an unmodified or “clean 

opinion” on financial statements and the compliance audit of all major 

federal programs. The full implementation of our new financial management 

system played a critical role.  Over the coming year, we plan to be even 

more aggressive in tackling our federal high-risk designation which has 

required us to hire an outside third party fiduciary to manage our federal 

funds.  We are not where we want to be yet, but with the positive U.S. 

Department of Education visit this past summer and their constructive 

comments, we hope we can make a push this year to have them revisit our 

high-risk status.   

 

We continue our push for more technology in the classrooms.  55 more 

interactive whiteboards.  53 more multimedia projectors.  50 more mobile 

carts, carrying 1500 student laptops. We launched PowerSchool at all levels 

this past school year to improve our ability to input student information and 

to communicate with parents.  We are providing updates to the community 

through our Facebook page, Guam PDN alerts and Power Announcement.  

 

We continued to offer intense professional development for administrators 

and teachers, developing a district-level curriculum map and providing 

curriculum guides and sample lesson plans to our schools this past year.  

Two years ago, if you looked at our professional development at schools, 

you would have seen a mix of things.  Schools focused on operations.  

Schools focused on compliance.  Schools focused on building morale, and if 

you were lucky, you might catch a Zumba activity or two.  Now, it’s a 

different story.  If you go out to a school to see professional development, 

the focus is on teaching and learning.  Teachers are buying into our efforts to 

build strength in every classroom, in every school, and our focus is on our 

core mission of educating our kids. 

 



We finally approved a new state strategic plan to guide our school 

improvement efforts over the next five years.  Our new plan is entitled 2020: 

A Clear Vision for Education on Guam.  I’ll explain more about this later, 

but this was a long-awaited revision to our previous District Action Plan, last 

revised in 2008.  This time around, we wanted to do this right.  At the core 

of this plan, along with the adoption of new content standards, is the crucial 

alignment of curriculum, instruction and assessment.  That means that we 

have clarity on what students need to learn, are focusing our day-to-day 

teaching to meet these expectations, and have a way to monitor each 

student’s progress.  

 

Of course, our students continue to make us proud.  This past year, we 

celebrated our very own Gates Millenium Scholarship winner, Matthew 

Taitano, of Simon Sanchez High School, who is now attending Princeton.  

Matthew was selected from among 54,000 applicants to win one of only 

1,000 prestigious scholarships, which will pay 100% of his college expenses. 

 

Our Simon Sanchez Sharks Pro Start culinary arts class brought home their 

second straight Pro Start culinary national championship.  This competition 

features high schools representing almost all states.  Winners receive 

scholarship assistance including scholarships to attend renowned culinary 

arts schools across the country. 

 

Our JROTC students traveled to California and came back with the Overall 

Army Golden Bear National Championship based on the combined scores of 

our Southern High School Color Guard, Armed Drill Team at GW High 

School, Unarmed Drill Team at Simon Sanchez.  These 51 cadets did a 

fantastic job representing their schools and our island. The leadership skills 

learned in JROTC will serve them for a long time, whether they pursue a 

military career or not. 

 

Our employees also did a fantastic job this year.   

 

Principal Dexter Fullo of Vicente Benavente Middle School, was recognized 

in the magazine Learning Forward for his leadership in building a 

professional learning community at his school. 

 

Science teacher Melanie Blas at Simon Sanchez High School was awarded 

the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Presidential Innovation Award 

for Environmental Education. 



 

The Department and its employees were nominated in twelve separate 

categories in this year’s Government of Guam MagPro awards, which 

recognize employees and agencies for excellence in service.  We had six 

winners this year. 

 

Yovez Blas, Simon Sanchez High School, Behind the Scenes.  Jine Han, 

Simon Sanchez High School, Male Athlete of the Year. Vicky Schrage, 

GCC instructor for National Recognition for her role in leading the two 

ProStart National Championship teams.  Julietta Quinene for Supervisor of 

the Year, Student Support Services Division. She supervises all of our 

school nurses.  Rose Castro, a teacher here at Southern High, for Inspiration 

and Courage. And last but not least, Vince Reyes from Southern High who 

was not only the Employee of the Year in the Education category.  He won 

the all-around Merit Cup of Excellence as the Employee of the Year across 

the Government of Guam.  Let’s give all of them a round of applause. 

 

If you know these individuals, you know that their hard work is paying off 

for students.  And you know what?  Because of their hard work, because of 

the hard work of our entire GDOE family, we accomplished another first for 

the department.  This year, the Guam Department of Education was 

recognized as the 2014 Government of Guam Large Agency of the Year.  

Congratulations, GDOE! 

 

So let’s take a breath now.  We did it.  We can pat ourselves on the back and 

go home now, right?  Wrong.  What about improving student achievement?  

What about improving student outcomes?  Where’s the focus on the 

classroom? 

 

This school year, we have been well underway with the implementation of 

the Common Core State Standards in English Language Arts and Math as 

well as the GDOE Standards in all other content areas. This is the third year 

of the three-year roll out plan that provided teachers with the time necessary 

to thoroughly review the standards and prepare for the expected changes.  

 

With this implementation of the standards comes a strong focus on the 

improvement of the quality of classroom instruction.   Over the years, 

through the work of many educators and researchers, such as Dr. Robert 

Marzano, who is here with us today, it is becoming more and more clear that 

the number one factor affecting student achievement in the classroom is the 



classroom teacher. Does this mean that it is the teachers we have to blame 

for our failures in the past?  Absolutely not! It means that they are the ones 

we need to support in order to drive the change needed to improve student 

achievement.  We must ensure that each and every student has an effective 

teacher in all of their classes. This is why so much of our efforts focus and 

will continue to focus on what happens in the classroom.  

 

Key to the professional development of all teachers and instructional staff is 

the ongoing implementation of the Professional Learning Communities 

Model. Teachers and administrators coming together on a regular basis to do 

four things: 1) Clarify the content of their curriculum and classroom 

expectations, 2) Share effective instructional strategies and lessons, 3) 

Develop and utilize common formative and summative assessments, and 4) 

Monitor student progress and determine needed interventions. PLCs are in 

every school as one of our district level expectations and schools will 

continue to refine their implementation to meets students’ needs. 

 

With the adoption of the new State Strategic Plan, comes the new 

Comprehensive Student Assessment System that will replace the SAT10. 

This system is not comprised of one single test. It is a combination of 

national and local criterion referenced tests that are aligned to the Common 

Core and GDOE Content Standards. It is also not just a summative or “end 

of the year” assessment. It includes a series of interim assessments – 

assessments in real time – administered throughout the school year to 

monitor student progress so that we can provide the necessary interventions 

before the end of the year to help them succeed.  

 

A big part of this system includes the work we are doing now with Dr. 

Marzano in training the teachers on the development and use of formative 

assessments and standards based grades. This work will result in a system 

for reporting student progress and grading that is standards based, meaning 

that the grades a student earns will be a more accurate reflection of their 

achievement in the class…. This will go a long way to making a student’s 

grade more meaningful.  

 

This is the hard part, turning this ship around so we can see better results in 

the near future.  Our SAT-10 performance in recent years has been relatively 

flat in math, language arts and reading.  We continue to mirror the national 

trend of seeing our highest proficiency scores in the early grades before they 

fall in later grades heading into high school.  Our issue is that we start at a 



lower performance level compared to the national norm, and we never quite 

narrow the gap.   

 

Now that we are moving away from the SAT-10, we need to take into 

consideration some major lessons we have learned:  First, we have learned 

the importance of ensuring that our Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment 

policies and practices have to be aligned to ensure the maximum 

effectiveness and efficiency of our system. When our assessment system is 

not aligned with our standards or instruction, we put schools and teachers in 

an unfair position to try to align component just to “make things fit.”  

 

Second, we’ve learned that, despite, this misalignment, schools and students 

can still improve and succeed through deliberate and focused efforts made 

by the schools and teachers. Over the years, this little island had a number of 

schools and students score at or above the national average in numerous 

subjects. Many others have shown consistent improvement over time and 

many still continue to show that they are closing the achievement gap with 

regards to English learners and struggling students.  

 

And lastly, we’ve learned how powerful an assessment system can be to 

focus the efforts of the department. Though we’ve always known that you 

cannot just measure the effectiveness of a teacher, or an administrator, or a 

school, or a district based on a year-end score, we cannot deny how much 

emphasis we tend to place on the scoring results. Now, we can do evaluate 

our performance with a more comprehensive and meaningful assessment 

system.  

 

So much of these efforts directly involve school personnel – teachers, 

administrators and staff alike. All this work is key to our efforts to build long 

term capacity in our personnel so that we can sustain these reforms and work 

towards continuous improvement. This is very different from our efforts of 

the past where we focused on “programs” to come in and do the work for us. 

Our focus is meant to train our personnel so that we have the knowledge, we 

know the research, so that we will have the skills to do the work for 

ourselves.   

 

I know our employees are out there working hard.  I see them out on a 

weekend or they’re staying behind at work to meet on their own time.  The 

conversations they are having are increasingly sophisticated and challenging. 

The effort is amazing and the change in focus is inspiring.  We are 



professionals and this is what professionals do.  But not only that, it is 

beginning to feel like we are on a mission, a mission to improve the lives of 

future generations. 

 

Two years ago, when I first came on board, we talked about “Making A 

Difference in the Lives of Students”.  Last year, from this very stage, we 

talked about “Keeping Promises to Place Students First.”  This year, we are 

talking about “Charting the Course for Every Student’s Success.”  What 

does all of this mean? 

 

When I first came on board, I thought it was important to help stabilize our 

school system.  I mentioned that there had been 22 superintendents in 22 

years by the time I joined the department.  Over that time, the average tenure 

was 14 months, and frankly, it’s impossible to set a direction for such a large 

department in such a short time and with employees just waiting for the next 

change to occur.  I’ve now been with you for 28 months, and I have seen 

GDOE start to demonstrate the unity that is needed to get things done.  

Schools are not islands unto themselves.  We are one department, connected 

in this endeavor to make a difference in the lives of our students, to help 

them reach those college and career goals that they may have. 

 

We spent much of last year re-establishing our capability to get things done.  

No more delays.  No more excuses.  No more politics.  No more putting 

adult issues in front of those goals we have set to improve our schools for 

our students.  All of the accomplishments this past year were the result of the 

hard work of so many of our employees. The result of support from our 

elected and appointed officials.  I saw all of you employees and our partners 

working hard.  I was there with you.  I did my best to support you.  And we 

accomplished so much.  We were able to do so because we kept our 

promises to place students first.  And that should be our motto each and 

every year. 

 

So today, we want to talk about charting a course for every student’s 

success.  I’ve talked about our new strategic plan, which we put together 

with input from teachers, parents, administrators, partners in higher 

education, partners in the community and adopted by our board last month to 

set the course for the next five years. 

 

At the core of the plan is our vision: “Every Student: Responsible, 

Respectful, and Ready for Life.”  We have a belief that every student can 



learn, and our mission has to be about providing a good education and to 

support all students who come to the doors of our public schools. Whether 

you’re a student born and raised on Guam.  Whether you’ve come to us from 

the mainland or from neighboring islands in the Pacific.  Whether you are 

poor or rich.  Whether you have special needs or are just learning the 

English language.  Whether you come from a troubled or a stable family 

background.  We have an obligation to help our students find and reach 

those opportunities they need to become productive members of our society.   

 

The five goals of the plan are simple with Goal #1 being the overarching and 

most important goal – We want all students who graduate from high school 

to be prepared for college or career opportunities.  The remaining four goals 

are in service to Goal #1.  We want our children to progress from grade to 

grade on track for graduation.  We want high standards of accountability for 

instructional personnel.  We need to provide safe and supportive 

environments for our students.  We plan to maximize resources for schools 

and classrooms.  All of these serve that ultimate goal of getting our kids 

ready for the world.  It sounds simple, but it is a gargantuan task.  We have 

set the standards, helped created a framework for curriculum development, 

adopted a new robust assessment system.  Now, the focus on what counts.  

Teaching and learning – the magic that takes place between a teacher, 

student and the content being taught. 

 

This coming year, as we continue to move ahead towards more effective 

teaching and a stronger professional learning community focused on student 

outcomes, we will add to our list a focus on three key areas.  As many of you 

have heard, this year we will be laying a foundation for the expansion of pre-

kindergarten in our public schools.  I believe that investing in high-quality 

pre-k will help prepare our kids for kindergarten, reduce the achievement 

gaps with at-risk students, and improving life outcomes for these children.  

Over the past year, we have heard the discussion about moving towards 

universal pre-k for 4 year-olds.  We have heard the debate and the issues 

arising around cost, quality, the available workforce, the impact on existing 

daycare providers.   

 

As those issues get sorted out, we as a department want to help move 

forward.  Our plan this year is to do the necessary work to help us begin 

phasing in additional pre-k opportunities for four year olds in the coming 

school year – at least an additional classroom in all four regions of our 

school system, meaning at least 72 students in this first phase.  This year, we 



need to adopt early learning standards and adjust board policies to support 

this expansion.  It means agreeing on an effective curriculum and ensuring 

that we have properly certified teachers to teach these classes.  It requires the 

refurbishing of identified classrooms and purchasing collateral equipment 

and instructional supplies.  By this time next year, we want to see these new 

opportunities for early learning become a reality for our families. 

 

The second issue I want to address is our alternative school.  Right now, at 

any point in time, you may find over 200 middle and high school students 

referred to J.P. Torres Alternative School for a number of reasons, ranging 

from drug possession to insubordination to fights on campus.  Our schools 

send these kids to the alternative school to get them off campus.  Our 

alternative school employees work with the students to try to get them back 

to a point where they can return to their home schools.  It’s become a 

challenge to provide the interventions needed to address the situation with 

these kids – and to be honest, case by case, these kids come to us from 

different situations.  Broken homes.  Violent family situations.  Tragedies.  

Hanging with the wrong crowd.  Or simply being at a point where the rules 

don’t matter.  It’s a matter of conscience to me to have a school or a program 

where it seems that we have given up on students and are simply waiting for 

them to drop out. 

 

It’s not that we don’t need alternative programs for our students, but we 

need to think really hard about our mission and how we can redesign our 

model to achieve it.  We are currently working with the Judiciary to expand 

and facilitate their Juvenile Drug Court program, which is an intense 

program that works with students and their families to get back on track, to 

avoid drugs, and to understand the consequences.  I want to see alternative 

programs at the home school sites to see if we can provide the necessary 

tiered interventions that don’t involve full removal of students from their 

communities, out of sight and out of mind.  I want to see alternative 

programs that are not simply focused on behavioral modification, but 

address the underlying academic issues that are likely involved so we can 

help steer these kids back towards graduation.  I want to see if we can find 

ways to address the needs of students who need a different path towards 

college and career, students who don’t function well in large school settings, 

who need independent study or more intense attention.  It can be done if we 

are committed to our mission, but it will take a change in mindset.  How we 

deal with the most troubled and disconnected of our students reflects the 



moral compass of our entire organization.  We cannot give up on these kids 

and because they will become issues for the community in the future.   

 

The third issue is revisiting our dropout prevention efforts.  I’m troubled by 

reports that, once our kids reach compulsory age, if we find that they have 

fallen behind academically or when they get in trouble, we sometimes help 

them to find the door out of our schools.  I admit that it’s easier to do it this 

way, and honestly, maybe it helped when we were overcrowded.  But it’s 

not right.  We need to evaluate our policies and our actions to determine how 

best to meet our commitment to get these students to graduation.  The 

alternative is to set these kids up for failure in the future and to see them 

come back in the police blotter, in our government programs, in our 

correctional system.  We cannot simply shove them out the door. We have to 

find a better way to get them on the right path. 

 

As we move forward in education, we should always think very hard about 

our values and our commitments.  I want us to think very hard about who we 

serve, our kids, our students.  Last week, I had the privilege --- and I mean 

that, the privilege --- of shadowing a student right here at Southern High 

School.  This is a practice that we are going to continue as we move forward.  

In my previous school visits, I would pop into a classroom for 5 to 10 

minutes to observe a class.  But that doesn’t compare to putting yourselves 

into the shoes of our students, to understand what it’s like to be the recipient 

of all this work being done by the central office, by teacher and 

administrators. 

 

I learned a lot in one visit.  I learned what it feels like to sit in class for 80 

minutes at a time.  I learned how it felt to sit in an 80 minute class with an 

effective teacher versus an 80 minute class with a struggling teacher.  It 

makes me think about how we are using our block schedules and whether we 

are effectively training our teachers to maximize our instructional time in a 

way that keeps students engaged and progressing. 

 

I learned about rigor.  About what challenges students and what happens 

when they aren’t challenged.  I believe our students want and need to be 

challenged.  They need to be faced with difficult problems and have an 

opportunity to figure things out.  My student’s favorite class wasn’t the easy 

one – it was the one with the more challenging content and the higher 

expectations. 

 



I learned that we talk about preparing our kids for college and career, but we 

don’t necessarily help them understand the practical work of getting 

prepared for that opportunity.  Things like filling out an application. 

Exploring financial aid.  Putting together a resume and getting references.  

My student was basically figuring it out on her own. 

 

I learned that our students are aware that they may have to put themselves 

through college, but don’t yet have a solution for ensuring that they have the 

financial ability to do so.  Whether it’s a need to learn about financial 

planning.  A need to determine how to get a part-time job and start to save. 

 

I learned what it’s like to see school from one student’s perspective, and I 

realize that we need to hear their voices more.  And that’s my commitment 

tonight. 

I was reminded by this young lady that our job is not to simply fix our 

schools, buy new equipment, support educators, and garner accolades.  Our 

job is to prepare our students for opportunities to dream big and then to help 

them make their dreams come true.  Our job is to inspire them, engage them, 

and give them a chance to succeed in the world of higher education and in 

the world of work. 

As we go forward, we need to think about how we are going to help our 

students map out their path to success.  But as we do so, let’s take off our 

hats as elected officials, directors, educators, academics, business leaders.  

Let’s look at our work as parents wanting our children to get the best 

education that can be provided.  Let’s look at these issues from the 

perspective of a student, looking for affirmation, for relevance, for 

inspiration, and for the opportunity to prove that he or she can succeed in 

life. 

The challenges are ahead of us.  I believe we are focused and ready to 

achieve even greater things as we move forward.  I want to ask everyone in 

this room to join us in this continued effort, in this continued mission to 

chart a course for every student’s success.  Thank you for being here tonight 

to show your support for education, for our work and most especially for our 

students.    Si Yu’os Ma’ase. May God bless you all. 


