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Good morning, everyone. Thank you, DeRionne, for your friendship, partnership, and 

outstanding leadership of Montgomery College. You embody the spirit of innovation and 

creativity that I am going to talk about today. In fact, the partnership of Montgomery County 

Public Schools, Montgomery College, and the Universities at Shady Grove is exactly the kind of 

innovative model that will unlock countless opportunities for children who are lucky enough to 

call Montgomery County home.  

 

Once again, we gather today in this beautiful Concert Hall to talk about our schools and how 

together we will prepare every child to thrive in their future. Thank you to Eliot Pfanstiehl for 

opening the doors of Strathmore to us once again and to Mitchell and Emily Rales of Glenstone 

for your strong support. Without them and our wonderful partners at Pepco, the International 

Baccalaureate, Comcast, Hess Construction & Engineering, and MCBRE, we would not be here 

today. This hall is filled with partners, supporters, and MCPS team members. It is our collective 

efforts that make it possible for more than 151,000 children to receive a world-class education 

each and every day. Please join me in thanking the generous sponsors who made this event 

possible. 

 

I appreciate all of our elected officials being here today, because without the support you give us, 

we could not serve our children so well. Our Board of Education, led by Christopher Barclay and 

Phil Kauffman, is providing the kind of visionary governance we need to chart our course 

forward. Thank you to all of our local leaders who are here today. 

 

I want to mention and thank a few people who help me lead our work—Larry Bowers, chief 

operating officer; Beth Schiavino-Narvaez, deputy superintendent for school support and 

improvement; and Kimberly Statham, deputy superintendent for teaching learning and programs; 

and our association presidents, Merle Cuttitta of SEIU Local 500, Debra Mugge of MCAAP, and 

Doug Prouty of MCEA. Thank you for your all that you do. I also want to thank Janette Gilman 

for her outstanding leadership of MCCPTA and its more than 50,000 parents. We could not do it 

without our partners.  

 

And on this Veteran’s Day, it is fitting for us to hear this morning from an MCPS parent who has 

been serving our country for 15 years and most recently was helping the people of Afghanistan 

build their future. Thank you Sergeant Moorehead for your service to our nation. We appreciate 

what you—and all of the men and women of the armed forces—do for us each and every day. 

 

And I want to add my thanks to the many talented students who performed for us this morning. I 

appreciate you being here to not only entertain us, but to make sure we remember what today is 

all about—our students. Please join me in giving them a well-deserved round of applause.  

 

And how about Blessed Sheriff? Blessed is a junior at Richard Montgomery High School and 

last year finished second in the National Poetry Out Loud competition. We asked her to write a 
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poem about what Hope means to her. And Wow! Blessed, thank you for sharing your gifts with 

us today. 

 

I loved how Blessed compared hope to a fire that burns in us. Hope is what gets us up in the 

morning and keeps us going all day. Hope motivates us to keep trying. Hope is the engine of 

innovation.  And innovation is what I really want to talk to you about today. So, what does it 

mean to truly “innovate?”  

 

Over the past several months, I’ve asked a lot of people to give me their best definition of 

innovation and their answers frequently mention the importance of teamwork, the use of 

technology, and employing critical thinking. I frequently hear that innovation is “thinking 

outside the box.”  

 

Now, I’ll be honest: I don’t really know what box they are referring to.  

 

I suppose they are talking about the rules, policies, laws, culture, and contexts that have to be 

taken into consideration when making large-scale changes. But I’d argue leaders must intimately 

understand the system they operate within if they are going to achieve the desired results. In 

other words, we have to work inside the box.  

 

Many places that have revitalized their education systems have done just that! They’ve used the 

levers of the systems they’re in to create new approaches to longstanding challenges. Other 

countries understand the importance of providing a social safety net that supports families so that 

children can take advantage of a high-quality education. They understand that community 

partnerships can further a social justice agenda. And they support public sector employees who 

work so hard to provide children with what they need to realize their dreams, to instill hope.  

 

 This is exactly what MCPS has done as our district has changed. We have expanded pre-K and 

provided additional funding to reduce class sizes in schools most impacted by poverty. We’ve 

partnered with county agencies and nonprofits to provide healthcare services to families and 

high-quality after-school programming. Montgomery County Public Schools has been deeply 

committed to equity and creating opportunities for each and every one of our children that will 

prepare them to be college and career ready.  

 

We have not run from change. We have welcomed it and leveraged our current structures to 

provide our students with the education, support, and services they need.  

 

We embraced the new. And that, for me, is the definition of innovation: Embracing the new. As 

we consider what is before us in Montgomery County, we must continue to embrace the new. 

We must innovate in order to respond to longstanding challenges and new opportunities. 

Longstanding challenges such as eliminating the achievement gap; new opportunities such as 

new standards, new assessments, and a very different workplace that will demand very different 

skills from our students.  

 

MCPS is well-positioned to do this work. We have one of the most efficient and effective school 

systems in the nation. In a few minutes, I will be talking about our Strategic Planning 
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Framework, and the skills and knowledge our students need to succeed in the 21st century. But I 

want to be clear: That would not be possible without our deep commitment to Organizational 

Effectiveness. 

  

Whether it is 1,200 buses safely delivering 100,000 students to and from school, or serving 

80,000 well-balanced meals each day, or keeping our buildings clean and safe—our commitment 

to operational excellence is the bedrock of our system’s success.  

 

You see that commitment in our employees. People like Bill Cook, a 38-year MCPS employee 

who works in our materials warehouse making sure our schools have all the supplies, books, and 

resources they need. But Bill also works with philanthropic organizations to send books and 

supplies we aren’t using to schools in developing nations.  

 

You see the commitment in the security staff that keeps our buildings safe during the school 

year, and, then, in the summer, runs a camp for more than 100 middle school students, aimed at 

keeping them motivated to succeed in school and in life.  

 

Simply put, we have the best staff in public education. Great building leaders; tireless, dedicated 

educators; committed support professionals; and a central office with a passion for helping our 

employees do their best every day. We are committed to excellence, and have the results to show 

for it:  

 

- More than half of our graduates earned a college-ready score on at least one Advanced 

Placement exam. That’s more than double the rate for the state and nearly triple the rate 

for the country. And much of the growth we’ve seen in this area over the past several 

years has been among African American and Hispanic students.  

- More than 90 percent of our students are reading at grade level by the end of 

kindergarten—even though more students than ever come to us as English Language 

Learners. This is an area where we have really narrowed the achievement gap thanks to 

our investment in pre-K and smaller class sizes in our most impacted schools.  

- Our SAT scores are among the highest of any large district in the nation. The class of 

2013 earned a combined average score of 1648, much higher than the state and the 

nation. And we saw some of the largest score increases among our students who qualify 

for free and reduced-price meals and those who receive special education services.  

 

This and other data tells us that we are serving many students at a very high level. But we also 

know that we have much work left to do—despite our best efforts we have not been able to reach 

some children, and many of them are students of color, students with special needs, students who 

are learning English, or students who are poor. Consider these statistics: 

 

- While our African American and Hispanic students are outscoring their peers across the 

state and the nation on the SAT, their scores are more than 300 points lower than White 

students in MCPS. And that gap has actually grown in the last few years.  

- Students of color are far more likely to be suspended than their White and Asian 

classmates. For instance, African American students account for 21 percent of our student 

enrollment, but account for 54 percent of all nonmandatory suspensions.  
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- And the percentage of special education and economically disadvantaged students who 

are academically ineligible for sports and extracurricular activities is nearly double the 

rate of the district.  

 

We simply must do better. And we CAN do better. But we must accept that the strategies we 

have used up to this point—while effective—will not get us to the top of the mountain. We must 

think differently about our efforts to narrow the opportunity and achievement gaps for our 

system, while preparing our students to thrive in their future. How can MCPS embrace the new?  

 

Let me start with an example. When we were together here last year, I mentioned a new project 

we were working on with Wheaton High School, and I want to give you an update. A couple of 

weeks ago, we broke ground on a new building for Wheaton High. But as we are designing and 

constructing the new building, we are also designing and constructing a new way of approaching 

education. When the new Wheaton High School building opens in August 2015, it will be the 

first MCPS high school designed for project-based learning. Wheaton is a perfect location for 

this, because they have already embraced project-based learning in a significant way. What’s 

project-based learning? Take a look:  

 

(VIDEO: Wheaton High School Project-based Learning) 

We are designing the new Wheaton High School in collaboration with our community. We have 

a steering committee that includes students and staff and a number of partners that are helping us 

design a truly 21st century high school. Those partners include agencies like the Montgomery 

County Recreation Department, the Montgomery County Department of Health and Human 

Services, and the National Institutes of Health; businesses like Lockheed Martin and Citibank; 

nonprofit partners like CollegeTracks, Identity, and Liberty’s Promise; and higher education 

institutions like Montgomery College and the University of Maryland.  

 

All of these partners are working shoulder to shoulder with us to provide new opportunities and 

experiences for students at Wheaton High School. I’d like to thank everyone involved and give 

special mention to Montgomery County’s Chief Innovation Officer Dan Hoffman, Acting 

Principal Bennie Green, and the staff, students, and many community members from Wheaton 

and across the county. Please stand and let us recognize you today. 

 

This is an example of how we are embracing the new and building our future together. This is a 

true model for innovation. The change we need will not happen by edict and command. You 

can’t change culture by memo. Innovation happens through collaboration among people who are 

closest to the problem.  We need our entire community—students, staff, parents, industry, and 

elected officials—to understand where we are trying to go. And then we need to work together to 

get there.  

 

That’s the idea behind our Strategic Planning Framework, which we call Building Our Future 

Together—Students, Staff, and Community. Here’s the idea: We set clear expectations for our 

students and staff, create a supportive environment that allows for success, and then hold 

ourselves accountable for that success. In return, we give our people—our outstanding 

employees—the freedom to be creative and innovate—because they are the ones who are doing 

the work with children and families.  
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We know our biggest longstanding challenge. It’s the gap. But we also have to be crystal clear 

on what our future opportunities are. In other words: What’s the problem we are trying to solve?  

  

I believe the fundamental problem we’re trying to solve in public education is the 

democratization of information. For thousands of years the architecture of learning hasn’t really 

changed. It’s been built on the premise that information must be transferred to students through a 

teacher, typically with a textbook. That is no longer the case. We—and our kids—now have 

access to more information than at any other time in human history. 

 

If you want to know how to calculate the circumference of a circle or study the Battle of 

Baltimore, the answers are right at your fingertips, on your phone or tablet! I’m not saying that 

technology replaces a teacher—far from it—but the democratization of information is 

fundamentally shifting the relationship between the teacher, the student, and the content. 

 

It requires us to think deeply about our purpose and our mission. The core purpose of MCPS 

should be the same today as it was 50 years ago and will be 50 years from now—preparing all 

students to thrive in their future. Ultimately, that’s what we are all about. But how we do that—

our mission—has changed.  

 

This was the work that we, along with staff, students, parents and community members, 

undertook in developing our Strategic Planning Framework. In order for our students to thrive in 

a world where information is so readily available, we have to be absolutely explicit about what 

our children need to know and be able to do, and what our adults need to know and be able to do 

in service to our children and community. We believe that our children need to graduate with 

three core competencies—Academic Excellence, Creative Problem Solving, and Social 

Emotional Learning.  

 

Let’s talk first about the kind of academic skills our children need to thrive in their future.  

 

The state of Maryland, along with 44 other states and Washington, D.C., have committed to the 

Common Core State Standards—a set of expectations for what students need to know and be 

able to do by the time they graduate. These expectations are aligned to what students in other 

countries are learning. They require a deeper understanding of mathematical and scientific 

concepts; substantial skills in reading and interpreting text; and the ability to express that depth 

of knowledge and understanding.  

 

The standards are good, and we have been working to implement curriculum and change 

instruction in order to prepare our students to meet these expectations, this new definition of 

college and career readiness. But it’s also essential for our community to understand that all of 

the assessments we currently have are being changed to align with the new, global definition of 

readiness. The state tests are changing. Advanced Placement exams are changing. Even the SAT 

will change within the next few years.  

 

So how do we measure academic progress during a time of transition to a new test? How do we 

create accountability when there’s a new baseline?  
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At MCPS, we look at a lot of data to monitor the success of our students, our schools, and our 

district. But for the Strategic Planning Framework, we will hold ourselves accountable for our 

students’ academic progress at five critical milestones in their education, using the data we have 

available. The first milestone is third grade reading. The ability to read by third grade directly 

correlates to a child’s future success, including their likelihood of graduating on time. We will 

also use reading and math scores in 5th and 8th grade to determine whether students are 

academically prepared for the next level. Ninth grade academic success, as measured by grade 

point average, is our 4th milestone, since students who are not successful in 9th grade have less 

of a chance of graduating. Finally, our last academic milestone is graduating ready for what 

comes next, as measured by performance on the SAT, Advanced Placement, and International 

Baccalaureate exams.  

 

We have to do two things at once. We must embrace new opportunities while at the same time 

addressing the longstanding challenge of eliminating the achievement gap.  

 

This year we launched two new initiatives that we believe will unleash the creativity and 

expertise of our school-based staff, who are the ones closest to the students.  

 

First, our ten Innovation schools are working with us to improve instruction for all children. 

These schools have capacity and strengths, and are seeking to accelerate their progress. We are 

using a case management approach that’s specifically tailored to each school’s needs. Just like 

the personal trainer at the gym designs a routine based on your needs and aspirations, we’re 

working with each school individually. We have realigned resources in central office to provide 

supports and we have organized our systems in a way that will give these schools what they need 

to accelerate progress. We have provided a framework, we have clear expectations, we have 

measures of success, but the strength of the school community will make it happen. 

 

At the same time, our Interventions schools have come together to focus on specific practices 

that will address the academic, social-emotional, or family needs of individual students. Many of 

our kids struggle. During one of my recent school visits, I met a little boy who is living with his 

mom in a shelter because his parents are going through a rough divorce. He was in the Staff 

Development Teacher’s office because she—along with the principal and many other staff 

members —know that he needs some extra attention in order to cope with his situation and stay 

on track academically. This is just one example of the kinds of challenges our students face 

every day and the way our staff members take the time to intervene and support our children 

when they are struggling. 

 

Across the district, we are already embracing the new in Academic Excellence and meeting the 

individual needs of students.  

 

Recently, state graduation rates were released, and I’m pleased that we are seeing improvement 

for all students and all groups. We’ve even narrowed the gap a bit. Over the past two years, no 

MCPS high school has seen a bigger increase in its graduation rate than Watkins Mill High 

School—one of our Innovation Schools. The school’s rate is up 6.5 percentage points and that 

includes a 13-point increase for graduates who received free and reduced-price meals. I called 
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the principal, Scott Murphy, to congratulate him and ask how they did it. His answer: We get to 

know each and every student and what they need for success.  

 

At Jones Lane Elementary School, they are partnering with the Kennedy Krieger Institute to help 

design classrooms that best serve students with Autism. We are tapping into the knowledge at 

Kennedy Krieger, one of the nation’s most well-respected institutions, and the creativity of our 

staff to meet the individual needs of students so they can thrive and meet their goals.  

 

Knowing your students is at the heart of the success that Robert Frost Middle School has had 

over the years. Principal Joey Jones describes middle school students, and the changes they are 

going through, like waves in the ocean and says, “You’ve got to be able to flow with them.” It’s 

working. Robert Frost was named a 2013 National Blue Ribbon School and Joey Jones was the 

winner of the Mark Mann Award for outstanding leadership.  

 

But are they satisfied? I was talking with Lori Horkan, the staff development teacher at Frost 

when I was at the school the other day. Despite the school’s tremendous success and very high 

test scores, they know there is more work to be done. Through analysis and collaboration, the 

staff at Frost is spending this year focused on building students’ critical thinking and problem-

solving skills. And that’s the second competency our students need.  

  

One of my favorite authors, James Baldwin said, “The purpose of education is to ask questions 

of the universe and learn to live with those questions.” We want our kids to be able to ask 

questions and then explore those questions as part of a collective effort. Creative problem 

solving does not mean that the person or group invented some never-before-seen solution or 

strategy. Eureka rarely happens. Creative Problem Solving means that they addressed a set of 

circumstances by suspending disbelief, developing a strategy, and then executing that strategy.  

 

The power of this type of learning was on display last month at one of our county pools. More 

than 100 students from the Integrated and Applied Physical Science Classes at Springbrook High 

School—another one of our Innovation Schools—were learning about force, acceleration, and 

mass. But the teachers brought the lesson home in a unique way. They had students build boats 

completely out of cardboard—that’s right, cardboard—and then brought them to a local pool to 

see if the boats would make it a whole length. Let’s see what happened:   

 

(VIDEO: Springbrook High School Cardboard Boats) 

 

What a great lesson. You can see that the students are building their academic knowledge and 

creatively solving problems. And they had a lot of fun doing it. But, did you see something else? 

Did you hear what our students said?  

 

“We pushed it to the limit.” 

 

“We strived”  

 

“I learned that teamwork is important”  
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They’re smiling. They’re proud. Not all of their boats stayed afloat, but they still enjoyed the 

journey. And that defines our third competency—Social Emotional Learning.  

 

Social emotional learning—or SEL—is about having a growth mindset; it’s about persevering 

when challenged, learning from feedback, and knowing yourself. SEL is about embracing the 

new and it’s essential for adults as well as every single child. 

 

When I talk to employers about what they want to see in our graduates, they often describe the 

SEL skills like a great work ethic; teamwork and collaboration; ability to learn and grow; 

someone who understands how to work with people of different backgrounds. When I hire, I 

look for someone with the values, energy, commitment, passion, and strength it takes to be an 

educational leader. Experience and technical skills are essential and complement those qualities, 

but they don’t trump them. And we measure this.  

 

We start with our employees. We use surveys to measure engagement and make this metric part 

of how we monitor and supervise our schools. Why? Because the evidence is clear: when 

employees are engaged in an organization, the organization does better—whether it’s increasing 

profit or raising student achievement. SEL starts with adults who recognize that the best way to 

improve performance is by building relationships with those around you to focus on a common 

goal. 

 

For students, there’s a direct connection between their success in school and their level of hope, 

engagement, and well-being. That’s why we’re using survey data, and making it part of our 

Strategic Planning Framework.  

 

Hope matters. Hope travels from person to person. We heard how it traveled from Mary 

Hawkins-Jones to inspire Cristina Ulrich, who is now instilling hope in students of her own.  

 

Hope is what drives Maria Garcia, one of our ESOL counselors. She remembers not fitting in 

when her family moved from her hometown and how one person took an interest in her and got 

her focused on education and success. That’s what drives her every day—to be that person who 

invests in our children. It’s why she helps hundreds of students fill out financial aid paperwork 

for college each year and why she answers phone calls from her students and their families late 

at night. Hope travels from Maria to her students. 

 

Hope is what I see in our students. When I went to the groundbreaking at Wheaton High, I met 

Luis Salazar, who is the school’s senior class president. A psychology class sparked an interest 

for Luis and now he wants to study biology and neuroscience in college. And after he graduates? 

Is he going to become a scientist or psychiatrist? Nope. He says he wants to come back to 

Montgomery County and teach at Wheaton High School. The school gave so much to him, and 

he wants to give it back. That is how hope travels.  

 

Hope is what is what drove DeRionne Pollard, Stew Edelstein, and me to create the ACES 

program, which is aimed at improving college enrollment and success among our students, 

especially those who have been underserved in the past. We know that less than 35 percent of 

our African American and Hispanic students have earned a college degree within six years of 
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graduation.  ACES is designed to start working with these students in high school and continue 

throughout their college careers so they stay on track, take the right classes, and have the support 

they need to get that degree. ACES is not some radical new invention—but it’s an innovation, 

because we have embraced the new—new ways of offering support, sharing resources, and 

serving students.  

 

And you are giving these students hope as well. Our community has supported our ACES 

students and many others through their gifts of money, time, and opportunity.  Many of the 

people in this room today are working to make the dreams of our children come true and for that 

we are extremely grateful.  

 

As I said at the beginning, Hope is the engine of innovation. We are working hard and we are 

collaborating in the face of new opportunities and longstanding challenges because if we 

embrace the new, if we innovate, our children will thrive in their future.   

 

And that’s what I’m asking each of you to continue to do. Help us embrace the new, by giving 

our students and their families the opportunities, the help, and the hope they need. I am asking 

you to support our teachers, our leaders and our support staff; I am asking you to continue to 

invest in our children, our families and our community; I am asking you to volunteer at a school, 

make a donation to a program, and let your voice be heard when it matters.   

 

For many people, Montgomery County is a land of hope. There are so many opportunities to 

innovate, to grow and learn and improve. Most importantly, there is no other place in the country 

that has the capacity to prove, once and for all, that no matter where you come from, what 

language you speak, what you look like, or how much money your family has, you can get a 

great education so that you can thrive in your future. Help us embrace the new. Help us build that 

future for our children and for all of us.    

 

Thank you.  

 


