
SPS 2019 Graduation Speech 
 
Good afternoon! 
 
To the Class of 2019, congratulations! 
 
To friends and family members, thank you for all that you’ve done to help get your graduate to this point, and 
congratulations to you as well. I want to talk with you for a few minutes because your role in supporting these 
graduates is just getting started, and your next step isn’t what you might expect.  
 
As the graduates begin working in schools, hospitals, and museums this summer and fall, you’ll likely be 
inclined to ask about the children they are working with. When I was a first-year teacher and then a first-year 
principal, I still remember my parents asking, “How are your students? Are they learning?” 
 
Those are sensible questions to ask, and they are well-intentioned questions, but they’re not the right 
questions. This may seem counterintuitive, but a more important question is “Are YOU learning?” Or, to put it 
another way: “Is there a leader and culture that supports your development as an educator?”  
 
I know it’s not as much fun to hear about how adults are learning. Adults are less cute and less funny. But if we 
truly care about the children, we need to ask first about the adults.  
 
At Bank Street, we believe deeply that educators need to know their students well, to engage with them in their 
full humanity, and work from their strengths. Strong relationships are the foundation for all learning. But 
working from these principles is much easier said than done.  
 
For teachers to thrive they need to have time and support to work with colleagues and think about each child’s 
development and what this means for both the curriculum and how it is taught.   
 
I’ve been in hundreds of schools over the course of my career, and the model of adult learning predicts the 
model for student learning every single time. If there is an authoritarian, top-down style for teachers, where 
professional development is a passive and boring experience and the key instructional decisions are 
made for teachers you inevitably will find classrooms that stifle student voice, stale settings where everyone is 
watching the clock waiting for the day to end. 
 
Bank Street graduates learn to be forceful advocates both for children and for professional environments that 
nurture development. As they transition into the workplace, they often find that this feels like swimming 
upstream. That’s because, we have entrenched structural barriers in this country that work against these 
goals. Let me share a couple examples 
  
If you look at the amount of time that teachers in the U.S. spend working directly with children as compared to 
high-performing countries in Europe and Asia, on average we spend 25 hours a week, and in the countries that 
typically outperform us it’s more like 15 hours a week. The 10 hours that teachers in high-performing countries 
are not spending with students are spent with each other. This is time for teacher teams to meet, to do action 
research, lesson study, peer observations, work that is about developing their craft and learning -- as adult 
learners -- to be better positioned to work with children. The data is clear that this model works better for both 
teachers and students.   
 
Underlying this difference in how time is used is a deeper issue – trust. In these other countries, from Japan to 
Finland to Canada, educators are trusted as professionals to shape the key decisions that affect their work 
each day. In contrast, in the U.S. we spend 10 times as much money on monitoring, and supporting schools 
through massive bureaucracies filled with staff who rarely set foot in a classroom. The web of regulations and 
mandates they seek to enforce are rooted in a deep mistrust of educators.    
 
At Bank Street we are working to change this. While we take deep pride in our work preparing educators, we 
know that we also need to work at a systems-level to remove barriers to strong teaching and learning. Through 



our research, advocacy, and partnerships with school systems, we strive to create a context where our 
graduates can thrive.  
 
To our families and our graduates, I ask that you join us in this larger task to imagine and fight for a world 
where educators are trusted and where the kind of learning you’ve experienced here at Bank Street is the 
norm and not the exception.    
 
Graduates, as you transition to your new school, hospital, or museum, I encourage you to draw on your 
experience. Draw on your classmates. Draw on Bank Street as a resource.  
 
Graduates, we are tremendously proud of you, and we couldn’t be more excited about the impact you are 
going to have on students -- and adults -- in your communities.  
 
Congratulations, Class of 2019! 

 


