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Good morning! How is everyone doing today? 

Thank you, Candace, for that kind introduction.  

And thank you all for being here! I’m very excited to be with you today.  

I think, whether you are an educator or administrator, policymaker or researcher, you share my 

fierce urgency to prepare students for a world many of us can’t even imagine.  

A world in which they will face literacy demands greater and more complex than anything you 

and I ever encountered.  

As Chancellor, I spend a lot of time asking myself, what skills and knowledge do our students 

need today in order to thrive in a distant tomorrow? 

Have we really changed what we’ve been teaching, and the way we’ve been teaching, to align to 

these new demands?  

And, if not, what do we need to do to make sure our students rise to the vision we have set for 

them? 

Make no mistake, we are crystal clear about that vision and what we want to achieve.  

Nothing short of a school system that is equitable and excellent. 

A school system that enables all students to achieve their potential. 

A school system that acknowledges historic opportunity gaps that require us to provide more 

services and support to some students than others—while giving all students the resources they 

need to succeed.  

 

New York City’s Equity and Excellence for All agenda is our guide for moving our students 

forward.  

The set of bold initiatives at the heart of this agenda has already put us on the path to reach or 

surpass our goal of an 80 percent graduation rate—and a two-thirds college readiness rate—by 

2026. 



2 
 

I’m sure no one here would be surprised to learn that there is an ambitious literacy initiative at 

the heart of this agenda. Literacy is the gateway to every other subject area. More on that in a 

few minutes. 

But we’re already moving the needle: Our graduation rates are already at 75.9 percent, an all-

time high!  

At the same time, dropout rates are at an all-time low! 

Math and English Language Arts scores continue to rise year over year; we outperformed the 

State for the first time in 2016 and have done it three years in a row! 

 

We have a record number of students taking and passing Advanced Placement exams. 

We have a record numbers of students enrolling in college—1,600 more students compared to 

last year.  

And 5,000 more students going to college every year compared to when Mayor Bill de Blasio 

took office.  

Our schools across the City—in every single district—are getting stronger. 

Of course, we know we have more work to do. 

We must eliminate the opportunity gaps that afflict not only our black and Hispanic students but 

also our students with disabilities, including those with print-based learning disabilities. 

We must expand opportunity. Whatever our students’ learning abilities, or disabilities, they all 

deserve excellence and opportunity to succeed. 

We must be laser-focused on driving equity and excellence at every school, in every 

neighborhood, in every corner of our City.  

My mantra today—and every day I’m Schools Chancellor—is to advance equity now! 

So let’s talk a little about our Equity and Excellence for All agenda. You may know that it begins 

at the crucial early ages through our Pre-K for All initiative, and now 3-K for All.   
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This is universal, free, full-day, high-quality early childhood education for our four-year-olds 

and many of our three-year-olds.   

It’s incredible how hungry these kids are for knowledge. And if you give it to them, they will 

grow and learn even faster. And if they don’t get it, they will not reach their full potential.  

3-K and Pre-K are the linchpins of fairness. Of giving every child an equal shot at reaching their 

potential.  

And this is a result of the visionary leadership of Mayor Bill de Blasio. 

Of course, you can’t discuss early learning without discussing literacy. 

We all know the research: that children who are not reading on grade level by the beginning of 

third grade are less likely to obtain a high school diploma. 

That literacy truly is a building block for future success in school and in life.  

Victor Hugo said it more eloquently: “To learn to read is to light a fire; every syllable that is 

spelled out is a spark.” 

In New York City, that spark begins with our Universal Literacy initiative, which aims to have 

100 percent of our second graders reading at grade level by 2026. 

Let me be clear: we believe in the potential and the ability of ALL our kids. So when I say 100 

percent of our second graders, I mean 100 percent—including students with print-based and 

other learning disabilities.  

How do we do that? 

By promoting a comprehensive approach to literacy throughout our system.  

Our Universal Literacy Initiative relies first and foremost on our amazing reading coaches. We 

now have 437 coaches throughout the system. And they’re working with kindergarten to second-

grade teachers in all 32 community school districts.  

Our reading coaches plan, model, and teach WITH our teachers—to both improve their practice 

and build their knowledge and skill base.   
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They work with families to ensure that the literacy development taking place in the home aligns 

with what’s happening during the school day.   

We are making sure that every one of our students is deeply engaged in a robust and rigorous 

instructional program where they are developing literacy skills—not only in English Language 

Arts, but also disciplinary literacy skills in math, science, social studies, and the arts. 

And under the guidance of our new Chief Academic Officer and Executive Superintendents, we 

are working intensively with schools to strengthen core  instruction for every student and training 

for teachers in all aspects of literacy. 

Historically, students with disabilities and multi-lingual learners often received curricula and 

instruction that did not prepare them for grade-level work.  

But we are changing that. We are focused on developing materials and providing core instruction 

that can be adapted for all students, rather than applying a grab bag of interventions.  

We want every one of our students to be deeply engaged in a robust and rigorous instructional 

program where they are developing literacy skills. 

We want teachers within schools to work together from a shared curriculum so they can make 

informed choices about how to teach students well in the core program. 

We hope this will decrease the need for interventions. Let me be clear. We’re not eliminating 

interventions. We ARE trying to tackle a greater share of the instruction in the core program, 

especially in places where students are typically referred for interventions. 

This is so common sensical, it’s almost radical! 

We want to immerse every one of our youngest readers in systematic and explicit phonics 

programs.  

And we are providing our teachers—including through our Universal Literacy reading coaches 

all across the city--with the support they need to teach phonics well.  

At the same time, we are enhancing training for teachers so that they have the foundational skills 

to implement intensive reading interventions and strategically use educational technology to 

provide access to print.  

Their classroom instruction is direct and organized into small sequential steps, critical for 

students with print-based disabilities. 
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We are also exposing our teachers to a body of culturally-relevant literature, as well as the 

authors and illustrators who create those works.  

A key shepherd of this effort is Everyone Reading’s honoree for this year, Dr. Esther Klein 

Friedman, who leads the DOE’s Literacy and AIS Team.  

AIS sponsored 135 reading-focused events in 2018, which reached over 5,000 participants.  

Thank you, Dr. Friedman! 

As we expand Equity and Excellence for All and pursue our Universal Literacy Initiative, I’m 

also proud of the historic investment we’ve made in anti-bias and culturally-relevant education 

training. This is the “Knowing your Students” I referred to earlier. 

These terms may seem abstract, but they’re not. They’re central to advancing equity now. And 

central to giving students with print-based learning disabilities the opportunity to thrive. 

We have to honestly acknowledge the fact that our own biases affect which children are in 

advanced classes, and which schools get those classes in the first place.  

Our biases affect which children are even in the classroom—and which are suspended and 

unable to learn in a classroom setting.  

There’s real urgency to this work as well.  

We’re aware of the positive message it sends when it’s done right. And the negative message 

many of our children get if it’s not there at all.  

So we are going to bring anti-bias training to all 125,000 of our school and instructional staff.  

I’ve attended several of those trainings, and I can tell you that they’re intense. More than a 

couple of tears have been shed. More than a few faces became red. 

We introduce educators to the practice of individuation, where they learn how to focus on the 

things that make people individuals.  

We practice seeing each other as people, not as a demographic. This is a powerful way to break 

down stereotypes.  
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We discuss implicit bias through the lens of paradoxes: how our unconscious brains can stop us 

from living out our values of equity and fairness in the context of education.  

These are tough conversations and are a key step toward dismantling inequity.  

My friends, if we don’t name it, understand it, and confront it: we can’t fix it. 

So, we are naming it, but we’re going farther. 

We believe that the diversity of New York City’s student body is what makes our schools 

unique.  

And we are proving our commitment to diversity by investing in curricula in which all students 

can see themselves. 

Culturally relevant education brings learning to life for students. Learning about authors, leaders, 

great people who look like they do—who grew up like they did—can propel children to success.  

One way to describe this approach is through the metaphor of mirrors, windows, and sliding glass 

doors, a concept put forth by Ohio State scholar Rudine Sims Bishop. 

Our curricula should serve as windows through which students can see other worlds and develop 

empathy. 

Our curricula should serve as mirrors so that students can see themselves as they are. In every book, 

in every classroom, in every school activity, students should see reflections of themselves. 

Most importantly, our curricula should serve as sliding glass doors. Where students can step into 

another world. Where they don’t just see themselves, but can be themselves. 

We must show our students, through the literature we read, in the language we use, and in the way 

we invest our resources, that we are a deeply connected society made up of different voices, 

perspectives, and abilities.  

Our goal is nothing short of a school system that matches the rich diversity of our city. 

As we talk about equity here today, about truly reaching and serving our students, I urge you all 

to keep one other question in mind: how do we truly reach and serve our parents?  
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We must truly empower them, not just pay lip service to parent engagement.  

Do parents know about the school options available to them?  

Do parents know what they should be talking to teachers about at parent-teacher conference 

night?  

Do parents know that their child should be able to take algebra in eighth grade, or college-prep 

courses in high school?   

You see, knowledge is power.  

So, we have organized parent forums—one in each borough—for appointed and elected parent 

leaders. The Mayor and I attend each one, along with members of our new Division of 

Community Empowerment, Partnerships, and Communications. 

I’ve heard from so many parents who have said, “I’ve never had this kind of access or 

information before.”         

This is just one example of the infrastructure we need for our parents to be empowered and 

active—and we need more of it in historically underserved communities.  

This is the infrastructure of equity.  

For me, this work is extremely personal. 

Some of you may know that I grew up in Tucson, Arizona, the grandson of Mexican immigrants. 

My parents never attended college.  

I vividly remember parents’ weekend at the beginning of my freshman semester at the University 

of Arizona.  

As my twin brother and I walked my parents through the campus, my father surprised us, calling 

out, “that’s the social studies building, that’s the economics building, that’s the administration 

building.” 

And I looked at my brother, he looked at me, and we said “Dad, how in the world do you know 

all of these buildings? 
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And he replied, “Mijo, I worked on that building. I installed the ductwork in that building. But 

never did I expect to one day be here as the father of students at this university.” 

In a way, my twin brother and I beat the odds. 

We exceeded the expectations that existed because of our parents and grandparents, of where we 

lived, and yes—of the color of our skin.  

It’s well past time to change those odds. To break down those outdated expectations.  

To build a future that is not bound by history, by demography, by learning ability. 

That is what equity and excellence are about. 

We believe we can create a school system that reflects the best of our diverse, inspiring, 

innovative city. 

We believe we can unleash our students’ innate brilliance, unlock their creativity, and put them 

on a path to their dreams.  

But I want to be clear—there is no one-size-fits all solution for 1,600 schools across New York 

City.  

There are some guiding principles, and a shared vision of instruction that we know works across 

contexts.   

When I was in Las Vegas and San Francisco and Houston, I always looked to New York City as 

the pinnacle of education innovation. I’ve been looking East for a very long time.   

The work coming out of New York City has been at the forefront in terms of how we can really 

improve the instructional core.  

I’ve said it before, but it’s worth repeating, we have a moment in time. We are here with a clear 

purpose. 

We must ignite the spark for every student we serve.  

We must advance equity. Now! 
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Are you with me?  

Then together we will. 

Thank you. 


