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January 11, 2010

Ms. Kirti Baranwal’s Students

Gompers Middle School

234 E. 112th Street

Los Angeles, CA 90061

Dear Students: 

Thank you for all of your questions.  One of my favorite parts of serving as Secretary of Education is getting the chance to meet students all across the country.  I am honored to work with President Obama to improve our nation’s schools.  We have ambitious goals for reform, and we need to succeed.  If we don’t, students like you won’t be prepared for college or success in the job market – and our economy will suffer in the long run.
First, let me tell you that Mayor Villaraigosa asked me to visit your school because he is proud of his Partnership for Los Angeles Schools.  The partnership is focused on improving schools like Gompers.  Your teachers and the staff at Gompers have made a commitment to challenging you to improve in school and making your school and neighborhood safe.  I enjoyed meeting many of the Gompers students and teachers, and I have high hopes for all of you.
Second, many of you asked me about President Obama.  I have known the President for a long time.  Sometimes, we get together to play basketball.  When we’re together, we often talk about the education of children.  The President and I believe very strongly that every student in America deserves a great education, and that certainly includes each and every one of you. Improving your education is one of our top priorities.
One of the topics you asked about was the length of the school day.  Not many students are excited when I talk about my belief that students need to spend more time in school!  In fact, some students have booed me when I have talked about that.  But it’s something we need to do.  It worries me that some of America’s students are falling behind students in other countries.  It is not because students in other countries are smarter than students in the United States.  I think we have some of the smartest, most committed students in the world.  But in other places, students are going to school 30 percent more than students here.  That gives them a competitive edge.
To put it differently, think about two sports teams.  These two teams are exactly alike in every way – equally talented players, equally strong coaches, equally good equipment.  The one difference is that one team practices three days a week and the other practices five days a week.  The team that practices five days a week probably is going to win more games.  They just have more time to get better.  When I talk about making the school day or the school year longer, it is because I know that in today’s world, you will not just be compared with other students in Los Angeles or California.  You will be trying to make your mark on a global, competitive economy, and to do that, you will need to be the best in the world, not just the best in the country.  To have a chance to succeed, I want all of you to have an even playing field.  That may mean going to school for more hours during the day.  But remember, learning should never be a chore, even if it is challenging.  With good teachers and interesting lessons, even staying at school for more hours of the day can be fun.  The more you learn, the more you will grow into people who will be ready to lead this country in the future and help to make the whole world a better place.
Now another subject that you raised had to do with after-school activities, learning clubs, and basketball and football teams.  I do think there should be after-school programs – drama, arts, sports, music, chess, debate, and family literacy nights and other activities to engage parents and the whole community around the school.  The more that our schools become the heart of our communities, and the more students and families are learning together, the more likely we will be to improve education in this country.  This may not be the way you are used to thinking about school, but it is what President Obama and I talk about often.  We all have to start thinking differently about what our schools should be.
The President also believes strongly that one key for both individual and national success in the global economy is a college education.  This is why he has set a national goal of ensuring that America is number one in the percentage of citizens holding college degrees.  Today, roughly 40 percent of 25- to 34-year-old Americans hold college degrees, and we want to raise that.  You and all of your friends are going to be the generation that will help our country meet that goal.  You need to work with your teachers and counselors to plan the courses you need to take to enroll in and succeed in college.
Too many young people are unprepared for college, and too many others cannot afford it.  The President’s agenda for education addresses both of these problems.
Because the President believes that the road to college begins at birth, he supports the creation of “Zero to Five” programs that provide high-quality early childhood education.  He also supports initiatives to give parents the information they need to choose a high-quality early childhood program that meets the needs of their children.
Next, we need to strengthen our elementary and secondary schools.  To do that, we need stronger standards for learning and better ways to measure what students know; improved teaching; and a greater number of programs that provide high-quality teaching and learning, in order to give all of our children the knowledge and skills they need for success in the workforce or further learning.
We want as many students as possible to go on to higher education – to community colleges and four-year colleges and universities.  These schools will teach you the skills you need to succeed in the workforce.  I want to challenge all of you to stay in school and think about college.  The President has often told students, “if you quit on school, you’re not just quitting on yourself; you’re quitting on your country.”  So, I want to tell you how important it is, not just to Ms. Baranwal, not just to your principal, and not just to your parents and families, but to me and to President Obama, that you pay attention in school, work hard, and do your best every day.

Finally, I can tell you a little about myself and why I came to believe so passionately in the importance of a good education.  When I was growing up, my mother ran an after-school program in a church basement on the South Side of Chicago.  Every day, she took my sister, my brother, and me to the program.  Every student in her after-school program was African American and came from a low-income family.  Many of the students had to overcome tremendous adversity every day just to be in that program.
When I was little, the older students tutored me.  When I got older, I tutored the younger students.  That is my mother’s philosophy.  The 15-year-olds help the 10-year-olds, the 10-year-olds help the 5-year-olds, and the 5-year-olds help to clean the tables.  After we were done with our studies and chores, we played basketball together.  Everyone knew our program was a safe haven where children were nurtured, respected, and taught right from wrong.
I saw many of the children who were in the program become very successful adults.  One became a research scientist, one became a surgeon, one became an engineer, and still another became an actor in Hollywood.  So I know that children who are taught by very caring adults and teachers can excel – just like I know all of you can excel.
When I left school, I went to college.  I was co-captain of my college’s basketball team, and later, I played professional basketball in Australia, where I also worked with foster children.  When I moved back to Chicago, I helped run a nonprofit education foundation that helped fund a college education for a class of inner-city children under the I Have A Dream program.  Right before I came to Washington to help President Obama, I was the chief executive officer of a local school system.  It was a challenging job, but it taught me many things.  I am married to Karen Duncan, and I have two children, a daughter Clare and a son Ryan.  And by the way, my favorite color is blue!
Again, thank you to all of you who wrote to me, and remember that education is the one sure way to succeed.
Sincerely,
Arne Duncan

