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Good evening, and thank you for being here. 
 

Thank you to the many, many people across the Bank Street community who had a hand in putting 
together this special evening. 

  

I want to share my appreciation for our Board Chair, Yolanda Ferrell-Brown, members of the Board of 
Trustees, and the co-chairs for tonight’s dinner. 

  

I want to thank my wife, Cynthia, and our daughter, Selah. I love you both very much.    

 

As many of you know, Bank Street is focused on — some might even say obsessed with — child 

development. From our research and partnerships to our graduate teaching to our own centers and 

schools, we are fixated on how to best support healthy child development.  

 

There are two particularly critical periods for brain development: early childhood and early adolescence. 

According to an emerging body of neuro-science research, these are the times when children’s brains 

are growing and changing rapidly.  

 

Generally in life, we are conditioned to not engage in the most frenetic moments. We pause for a child 

to settle down, we wait for the storm to pass, we avoid Times Square. But for child development, the 

opposite is true — parents and educators must engage when brain activity is at its peak and most 

receptive to learning and growth.  

 

At this gathering last year, I spoke about the importance of a child’s first 1,000 days of life and how Bank 

Street is reshaping how the entire city raises a generation of infants and toddlers. From our training of 

thousands of early childhood educators to our support for the city’s family child care networks. 

 

This evening, I want to focus on the other critical moment in children’s development, early adolescence. 

What comes through in the research about teenagers is that – when it comes to activating learning – it is 

relationships and the connection of what’s being learned to their own identity - that matter most. 

Schools or programs that orient around building deep, trusting relationships create a context 

emotionally that opens up and effectively fuels cognitive learning. For an adolescent, when learning 

connects to their big developmental questions, which have a lot to do with ‘Who am I, and where do I fit 

into the world?’ – when learning links back to that, it sticks. It energizes the learner emotionally, which 

in turn makes it more likely that they’re going to retain what they’re studying, feel connected to it, and 

persist even when it’s challenging work.   

 

This is the goal, but this isn’t what most middle and high schools look like in New York City. As recently 

as 2004, city high schools were graduating only 54 percent of students. To give one particularly poor 

example, Morris High School in the Bronx was taking in 700 freshmen a year and graduating 70 students 

four years later.  
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Mayor Bloomberg had the courage to replace large failing schools with hundreds of new, student-

centered small schools in these same buildings. On the Morris High School campus, I had the 

opportunity to found Bronx International High School and to create something different.  

 

We served 300 immigrant teenagers at Bronx International. Our only entrance requirement was that 

you had to fail the English proficiency test to be admitted. Every student was part of an advisory group -

designed as a family within the school where students could share and process what was happening in 

their life, both at home and at school.    

 

The whole curriculum was built around projects because the philosophy of our school was that students 

need to interact and use language as much as possible – with peers, with teachers, with members of the 

community. By senior year, students spent half of their day in internships, where they were working in 

community-based organizations and businesses around the city. These experiences stretched students’ 

perspectives, and the students would come back to school each day and share what they were learning 

as they studied the social and economic fabric of the City.  

 

Bronx International and the small schools movement more broadly have been instrumental over the 

past 15 years in increasing the graduation rate from 54 percent to 80 percent. These schools have been 

successful because they are intimate enough to get to know the students they serve, to build 

relationships, and to provide a balance of social-emotional and academic supports.  

 

That’s the good news. The bad news is that in the largest school system in the country it’s possible to 

make significant progress and still leave out large numbers of students.  

 

Which brings us to Liberty LEADS. 

 

For more than 1,500 students over the last 30 years, Liberty LEADS has provided hope. These students 

have potential and ambition, but they lack access to opportunity. Some students come from families 

that earn less than $20,000 a year. Liberty LEADS is a place where students can truly feel known, 

accepted, and challenged.  

 

Liberty is unique in that it offers programming six days a week, 11 months a year, from 5th all the way 

through 12th grade. That means that for eight years students are not on the streets or at home, but with 

us, learning about a wide range of topics and subjects and, most importantly, learning about 

themselves.  

 

Liberty LEADS makes a long term commitment to the students it serves. Unlike many other programs, 

it’s not a single semester, and it’s not a single year. Building the kind of meaningful relationships that 

can support students as they navigate the tumultuous early adolescent years takes time, and the Liberty 

team commits to developing trust with not only our students but also their families, often serving as 

advocates as they navigate complex issues around housing, immigration, or educational options for their 

children.  
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What we offer fills in a lot of gaps.  

 

Socially, we send all of our incoming students on an overnight camping trip in the woods, where in an 

unfamiliar environment city kids learn not only about nature but about leadership and trust.    

 

Emotionally, in a school system where there is one guidance counselor for every 375 students, we 

provide one-on-one advising. Advisors become college counselors, become life counselors, become 

friends. I asked one of our high school students how I should describe Liberty LEADS to you all tonight, 

and he said, “it’s just a spot to learn in and to express myself.” We all need those places, and it’s 

especially true for teenagers, whose brains and bodies are changing rapidly. 

 

Academically, we offer classes that help students to be successful in school. One student I spoke with 

knew chemistry was going to be a challenge for him this year, so he took a pre-chemistry class at Liberty 

in the summer. This didn’t mean he had more time with a dense chemistry textbook; on the contrary, 

this meant he had space and support to learn chemistry through hands-on experimentation and through 

student-chosen research projects that he then presented to peers.  

 
Liberty is a second home, a community built on trust where the staff sticks with the students and the 

students stick with the program. And it’s working. 90% of Liberty LEADS students have graduated high 

school on time every year for the past 15 years. And after high school, 90% of our students have 

enrolled in college, compared to the citywide rate of 58%. Nearly 80% of our students are the first in 

their families to go to college, and last year alone our students were accepted to Boston University, 

Binghamton, City College, Columbia, NYU, and many others. 

 

I am proud of Liberty LEADS and of the other work that Bank Street does to serve high-poverty 

communities. Since I became President five years ago we have re-engaged across the city and the 

country and used our knowledge and resources to make change where the needs are greatest. We’ve 

had many generous supporters help make this possible, but two stand out: Sarah and Geoffrey Gund.    

 

Sarah’s mother was a student of Bank Street’s founder, Lucy Sprague Mitchell, and through Sarah’s work 

and her family’s work, the Gunds have become essential to Bank Street’s advancement over the years, 

including with our Urban Education master’s program that started in the Bronx and graduated its first 

class of early childhood teachers a year ago. The program is thriving, and we are now recruiting our third 

cohort. Sarah and Geoff are here tonight as our honorees, and I hope you’ll join me in thanking them for 

their commitment to Bank Street.  

 

Around the time that Sarah’s mother, Sally, graduated from Bank Street in the late 1930’s, Lucy Sprague 

Mitchell, her friend and mentor, launched Bank Street’s first effort to work in public school classrooms. I 

want to close my remarks with a brief story about Lucy. I’ll read you this excerpt from our archives:     

 

She was leading geography discussions in schools. One youngster in a Harlem school said to his 
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teacher, “That lady is a genius.” When asked why, he quietly answered, “Because she makes us 

know more than we thought we could.” 

[PAUSE] 

Lucy was a great teacher because, like our staff at Liberty, she understood that to move your students 

you have to know them well and build from their strengths. 

 

This seems simple, but tragically it’s very rare. The way we’ve set up our schools and the systems that 

support them works against these basic goals. At Bank Street we are trying to change that.  

 

This will take courage, imagination, and a willingness to take risks.  

 

We need to know more, do more, and change more than we thought we could.  

 

Tonight I look to you to join us.  

 

We’ve been leading deeply important educational change for more than 100 years, and we’re just 

getting started.  

 

Thank you.  

 

** 

 

Now I want to introduce you to Charisse Taylor, who participated in Liberty LEADS as a high school 

student and then came back to the program as staff when she was getting her master’s degree at Bank 

Street. Charisse has since lowered her standards a bit and is now at Harvard getting her Doctorate in 

Education Leadership.  

 

We are proud to welcome her back.  After she speaks we’ll play a brief video about Liberty LEADS so you 

can see more about the program for yourself.  

  

 


