
>> Hey, good morning. 
 
>> Good morning. 
 
>> Now, Pam warmed you up. Any of you have heard me speak before, you know you're not going to get 
away with that weak of a good morning. Good morning! 
 
>> Good morning! 
 
>> Good morning. Good morning. First, also allow me to take a moment and thank Pam for a great 
introduction. What she didn't share is Pam and I have had an opportunity to work for many years, now, 
side-by-side, serving students and not only looking at the educational needs of kids, but really focusing 
on the socioemotional needs of students as well. And, of course, she shared with you all the great work 
she's done around mental health and just social services, and I can tell you, about 90 percent of that has 
been focused on my mental health. So when you have a Secretary, which they have to have a social 
worker just follow them, a mental health professional follow them, from district to district, it's probably 
a really healthy thing, helped me find my center. I also want to take a moment and thank Jim and his 
team for coordinating an amazing event. I shared with him and members of the team that this is really 
the highlight of my experience as Secretary. We get to do a lot of policy work. We get to engage with the 
general assembly, but two of my most favorite things, first is meeting with students across the 
Commonwealth. It's always an amazing refresher, an amazing way to connect around good energy when 
we meet with kids and, secondly, is meeting with faculty, staff and the folks that serve kids each and 
every day. So to be here today and be able to connect with 1,000 of you, pretty much, that pretty much 
touch every corner of the Commonwealth, whether a small rural districts, large urban districts, suburban 
districts and then everything that kind of finds itself in-between. It's a great opportunity for me, and 
hopefully, you'll find that it's a great opportunity for you to network as well. So let's give Jim and his 
team a big round of applause. Great job. Great job. So as I shared, I'm no novice. This isn't my first rodeo 
in dealing with meeting the socioemotional needs of students and adults, in my personal and 
professional life, but I remember the first time Positive Schoolwide Behavioral Experience and Support 
and Intervention became a part of my professional life. I started my career in Philadelphia. I was a 
classroom teacher, taught at a high school for most of those years, middle and high school for most of 
those years, went on staff with the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers and then took on an assistant 
principalship at the high school in which I taught. And soon after being an assistant principal, I realized, 
you know what?  I kind of like this administrative job. I like leading and serving in the community in 
which I grew up, the community that I had moved back to after graduating college, and wanted to take 
on my first principalship. I wanted to be the principal of a school, and I wanted to serve my community 
through this role of leader. And like I shared, my whole experience up to that point had been middle and 
high school students. So I'd show up, and with the middle school kids and now being a parent of a 
middle schooler and having taught middle schoolers for a good number of years, they're their own 
special breed. And you also learn that anyone who's ever educated a middle school kid or has been an 
administrator in middle schools, you're your own special breed. As a matter of fact, this morning, before 
coming here, I dropped my middle schooler off at school, and I have a habit. I've built this routine where 
he and I reach over. I shake his hand because he won't hug me anymore. So I shake his hand, and I look 
at him in his eye, and I give him a profound, "I love you. Have a good day." And he looks back at me, 
doesn't necessarily make eye contact, but he looks back at me, and he shares with me a profound, "Ugh, 
yeah, yeah," which is cool. At least I'm being acknowledged at 7 o'clock in the morning. But I remember 
my first time as a building administrator and walking into a school, an elementary school, actually a K-to-
7 at that time, and the only reason it was a K-to-7 because there were three buildings in the school, and 



there was just no more room for any other students, so about a little over 1,200 students in a K-to-7 in 
Philadelphia, in the Fishtown area kind of where I grew up, in a really needy part of our community. And 
much like most administrative experiences, I was offered or assigned the job in August, and school was 
to start in about 3 weeks, and I got a great deal of support in starting my new school. I showed up to 
central office, and I was given a set of keys and told, "Good luck. Have a great year." So after about 45 
minutes of figuring out what key was the actual key to the front door, I walked in, and, luckily for me, 
they kept the great Title 1 binder. So it was one of the first thing I pulled and reviewed the Title 1 binder. 
But then I realized there are some serious challenges, and one of the most significant challenges, really, 
were academics. Two percent of students were reading at their grade level. Four percent of students 
were performing on grade level in math, and this is in a K-to-7, 1,200-plus students and huge teacher 
turnover, very little community involvement, parent involvement. So I spent the better part of that 
month 1 just cleaning, finding things in closets. As a matter of fact, I found 50 boxes of legal-sized paper. 
Who needs that much legal-sized paper?  But we copied on legal-sized paper for years after that. I was 
known as the guy who gives out all of his handouts on legal-sized paper. But one of the things I realized 
in pulling together an academic plan and pulling together a system of support around academics, the 
school year started, and I noticed there was a much bigger problem. We dealt with some problems as 
they related to climate and culture. We were suspending huge amounts of kids. As a matter of fact, in an 
elementary school, K-to-7, of a little over 1,200 kids, there were two administrators and four deans. 
What does that tell you about the climate and culture of an elementary school?  More kids were being 
processed for suspension than were actually being remediated around academic interventions. There 
were so many students being suspended at that school that the principal had a stamp. Didn't even sign 
suspension slips, just stamped his name on sheets of paper to send kids home and bring them back. And 
I realized that we needed to ... First, if we were going to deal with, if we were going to support any of 
the teaching and learning in the school, we needed to deal with climate and culture. We needed to 
change our identity as a staff, as educators, how we interacted with our students and, just as 
importantly, how we interacted with parents across our school bounds. So we found all different kinds 
of initiatives, and we started to engage in conversation around changing culture. And I remember, at the 
time, we found some books that were strictly aligned to Positive Schoolwide Support. So we thought to 
ourselves, "You know what?  This is a good way to engage in a coordinated effort, to change the climate 
and the culture of our school. We can no longer continue to walk into school and walk into our 
lunchrooms," because that's a great indicator, "each and every day and survive an hour at a time. We 
need to coordinate. We need to thrive, and we need to ensure that we have a system in place that 
allows us to walk out of this building feeling like we not only survived, but we thrived and provided a 
great academic environment for both our staff members and our students."  So we engaged, and we 
kind of created bulletin boards, and we established a mantra, and we changed a number of systems in 
the building. But I'll share with you one that was always a lot of fun and also probably one of the 
experiences that changed my whole outlook as a leader and my whole outlook on education and 
probably even my life. We used to start each day because we had no place where all of our students 
would fit, so we'd start each and every day on the playground. Every student would line up, and it was 
almost like a pep rally every morning at 7:30 a.m. And all of our students lined up, and I had a wireless 
microphone with two big speakers leaning against windows outside of our office, and we'd go through 
our school oath, which we created on the spot, and we'd go through some major announcements for 
the day. But we always ended with me, as the principal, whomever was in my place for the day, asking, 
"Are we going to have a great day today at Sheridan Elementary School?"  And all the students would 
scream, "Yes."  And then I'd do to them, much like I do to you, and I've probably done now for 20 years 
after or 15 years after, said, "Hey, you know what? That was weak. I couldn't hear you. Are we going to 
have a great day today at Sheridan Elementary School?" And all the students would yell, "Yes."  And 
then we'd line up, and the teachers would take our students into class, and we'd engage in a good day of 



teaching and learning. One day ... And you always know who's important in a school building because it's 
whomever has the walkie-talkie hanging from their belt and the back of their pants. So one day, I got a 
call on the walkie-talkie. And by the way, when we started, one of the agreements I made with the 
district was that I was only going to go in with one other administrator. I didn't want to run the school 
with so many deans and so many disciplinary supports without having academic supports in place. So we 
changed some of our deans for academic coaches, and we started to think differently around what we 
were doing and how we were engaging with staff in our school, and it was a rough run. But one day, as a 
result of not having any deans and me being one of the two people with a walkie-talkie hanging from his 
hip, I got a lot of exercise running from the third floor to the first floor to the basement to the annex to 
the front of the building, the back of the building. I wish I could tell you I lost weight, but I didn't lose 
weight. I would compensate for it every night when I got home. So one day, I got a call on the walkie-
talkie, and I was, I remember, kind of pseudo-jogging from my office to the stairwell. And a little girl, 
beautiful little girl, amazing little braids in her hair, big eyes, every hair piece was a different color, and I 
remember her face. She looked up, and she said, "Mr. Rivera, Mr. Rivera."  And I said, "Hey, sweetheart, 
how are you? It's so good to see you today. Good morning."  Gave her a little pat on the shoulder and 
said, "Have a great day," and ran up the first flight of steps. And there she was, first flight of steps, "Mr. 
Rivera, Mr. Rivera."  I was like, "Hey, sweetie, I got to run to this classroom real quick. I hope 
everything's going well," and gave her a little pat and walked up the next flight of steps. And you notice I 
ran up the first one and walked up the second one. So I walked up the second flight of stairs, and there 
she was again, "Mr. Rivera, Mr. Rivera."  And I realized, "You know what?  I'm not going to lose this little 
girl. She's going to follow me and make it all the way up to wherever it is that I'm going, and I want her 
in class. I don't want her following me around."  So I took a knee and looked at her. I said, "Hey, 
sweetheart, how are you doing today?"  She was like, "Mr. Rivera, I just wanted to tell you that I am 
having a great day today," and it struck me.  
 
>> Aw. 
 
>> We get so caught up sometimes in the day-to-day, the crisis du jour, whatever is happening at that 
moment, that it's so much more important to take a moment and realize or take a moment and engage 
with those students and that staff that you really care about and that you've taken on the challenge to 
care for, but also focus on their social and emotional well-being as much as a crisis and the academics. 
So she stopped me in my tracks, and I remember standing up, looking at her and saying, "You know 
what?  That's the best thing I've heard all morning."  I got on the microphone, on my walkie, and shared 
that I'd be there in about 2 or 3 minutes, took the little girl by her hand and walked her back to her 
classroom and thanked her. And I remember that experience, but you know what I remember the most?  
Was the smile on her face when she looked at me and shared that she had a great day, and she was 
having a great day in my school. And the fact that we can have that impact on our students each and 
every day because, sometimes, they come from environments where their first "good morning," which 
by the way is why I always say "Good morning" to an audience because for many of you, like many of 
our kids, it may be the first "good morning" you hear. It may be the first "good morning" in which the 
person who's sharing a "good morning" is waiting for a response. It may be the first "good morning" you 
hear where someone has actually made eye contact because in society, so often now, folks are so busy 
that they say, "Hi, how are you doing?" and don't wait to hear how you're doing. It's funny. If you ask 
someone "Hi, how are you doing?" and you wait, they're like, "Whoa, wait a minute. You really want me 
to answer that question?"  Or you say "Good morning," and they really are hoping that you're having a 
good morning. So we know that the work that you do every day is extremely important, to the tune that 
over 200 of you are being recognized for providing this full service of Schoolwide Behavioral Support. 
And trust me, in my binder at my table, I reviewed the checklist yesterday of what all you needed to do. 



That thing is almost longer than the list my wife leaves me every Sunday when I'm home. It is extremely, 
extremely impressive. But more importantly, it's not transactional. It's really ensuring that as a school, 
you're taking the time to focus your infrastructure. You're taking the time to focus your system of 
support on the needs of students. So I think it's important for me to share that we are also supporting 
the work that you're doing as it relates to meeting the emotional needs of students, meeting the 
cultural, organizational needs of students at the state level because we know that if we focus on those 
same areas with our accountability system and what we want to create as a statewide system of 
support, you can advocate much more effectively at home, both your professional and your personal 
home. We know we've engaged with this practice. We've shared belief in this practice, not only in terms 
of a policy that we're creating, but how we're engaging as professionals in the Department of Education. 
We've created Schoolwide Behavioral Support and, probably, Intervention at PD. About 2 weeks ago, we 
had Peeps, where everyone was given a Peep as they walked through the building. The first 20 
individuals thought that Pam and our colleagues that were handing out little marshmallow candy were 
crazy. Then the second question was, "How much does it cost?" And they didn't only mean money. 
They're like, "What is this going to cost me when I take a marshmallow and walk away?"  Some 
questions were, "Is this from this year? Did you find these Peeps in a closet somewhere?"  But we 
realized after about the 10th or 11th person, the attitudes changed. Folks start to feel engaged. They 
start to feel welcome. They start to feel valued, and that's how we transition. That's how we help 
organizations grow. But in relation to policy, I want to share with you two really aggressive initiatives 
we're engaging in moving forward. First, we realized, through the School Performance Profile, we've 
created too heavy a reliance on standardized tests to identify school success. We realized, in our 
elementary and middle schools, we are reliant 60 to 90 percent on a single measure to identify whether 
or not you're properly serving our students in our communities, whether or not you're successful, or 
you're failing. And we know that you can't decouple the needs of a student from the needs of a 
community. So we take this one measure, and then we engage in these sweeping changes, all of which 
are also cookie-cutting. We've said that if you don't meet this one test, then we're going to go in and 
change administration. We're going to remove staff. We're going to cut funding. We're going to ... 
Penalty, penalty after penalty after penalty, and it's created a really negative culture as it relates to this 
world of education. As a matter of fact, what we started doing is we started hosting pep rallies for the 
PSSA and creating tie-dye shirts for the PSSA, and we offer banana-nut logs for breakfast, and we let kids 
chew gum and eat gummy bears because we want them to do the best they can on the test. And as a 
result, our kids are stressed out. Absolutely. There's a kid out there who looks at his dad and says, "Can 
you sign this letter?" And the parent looks at the letter and says, "This is an opt-out letter. Why do you 
want to opt out from this really important test?"  The student says, "It's stressing me out. I'm not 
sleeping. I'm waking up in the morning. I want to do well for my school. They put so much emphasis. My 
teacher is counting on me to do the best that I can, and what if I don't do well?  Then my teacher is 
going to be in trouble, and my school is going to be labeled failing. I just don't want to take the test. I 
want to give up. I want to quit. I don't want to take this test."  And the father is looking at his son and 
looking at him in his eye and saying, "I can't sign this letter. I'm the Secretary of Education. What would 
my colleagues say?" So I hear it at home as well as I hear it professionally as we travel the 
Commonwealth. But the truth is, as we've recommended to move away from the School Performance 
Profile and this heavy reliance on standardized tests to the Future Ready PA index, we're going to focus 
on accountability systems that matter. Now we're still going to have the PSSA and the Keystone Exams, 
but we're going to lessen the reliance from 60 to 90 percent of this test for the achievement section to 
around 40 percent, but also provide a heavy focus on growth because we know, as educators, our job is 
to ensure our kids are smarter and better the day they leave us than they were the day they started. We 
also want to take a look at on-track measures, indicators that matter as it relates to graduating on time 
and dropout prevention. We want to focus on third-grade reading level. We want to focus on seventh-



grade math levels. We want to focus on meeting the needs in English acquisition for English learners. 
We want to focus on meeting IEP standards. We want to focus on chronic absenteeism. We want to 
make sure that our kids are coming to school every day, prepared to learn and engaging in continuous 
learning. Now, that's where your work becomes extremely important because the last initiative that 
we've engaged in, that you all engage in each and every day, is intervention, and this is where your 
administration, your team, your district, taps you to focus on why is this student not coming to school? 
What impediments are there that are disallowing our kids to read on grade level or perform math on 
grade level?  As we're looking at the special needs students, what supports do we have to build around 
this student to ensure they're prepared to learn? And if our EL is an immigrant student or a migrant 
student or a student from another country speaking a language we don't necessarily have the support to 
offer in our district, how do we find that support? And how do we engaged in systems or opportunities 
like community schools to bring in the outside community to support our school district? How do we get 
them to fulfill their core mission while allowing us to focus on our core mission of educating and 
supporting students? We also want to look at college and career readiness standards. We want to give 
credit for schools that are offering advanced placement courses, International Baccalaureate courses. 
We want to give credit for career and technical education opportunities because somewhere along the 
line, we told every student you needed a 4-year degree, and then what's happened as a result is we 
have a hard time finding electricians. We can't find a plumber. We can't find someone who's engaging in 
workforce. And we have conversations with many of our technical colleges who say, "We have a 73 
percent graduation rate."  I was like, "Wow. That's a little on the lower side."  "Yeah, but we have a 97 
percent job-placement rate."  So they're not dropping out. They're working out. And by the way, many 
of those students are making more than the professors that taught them in those courses. Absolutely. 
Now, when we prepare students to move forward towards an industry certificate or a 2-year degree or a 
4-year degree, that doesn't mean watering down our curriculum. That means we have to ensure all kids 
are higher-ed ready because here's something you want to share when you get back, the misnomer, in 
order to be an electrical technician, you have to be able to engage with techs at about 900 Lexiles. A first 
and second-year college textbook is 1,000 to 1,100 Lexiles. To go into the military or law enforcement, 
that's at about 900 Lexiles. So that gap, that learning gap that folks are kind of making an assumption 
they think they know, doesn't exist. So it does not change how we educate students in the rigor in our 
classroom. What it does, it ensures multiple pathways to graduation. We also want to engage with our 
339 Plans again. There are a number of great 339 Plans across the Commonwealth, and we want to 
ensure that elementary schools are having career days and that middle schools ensured their kids are 
taking college and interest inventories and our high schools have career pathways because at the end of 
the day we know that 70-plus percent of careers by 2025 in the Commonwealth are going to require 
some type of credential, yet less than 50 percent of current Pennsylvania residents hold those 
credentials. And guess what?  You, everyone in this room, is the key to preparing, the key to informing, 
the key to nurturing, not only our kids but our communities to meet those needs. Now here's my ask. 
And, by the way, I said "two." One was future-ready. The second was community schools. Now, here's 
my ask. We are our own worst enemy in education because we do a really poor job of celebrating our 
successes, of touting the difference we make for kids across the Commonwealth. And we know that 
customer service research shows that you're seven times more likely to share a negative experience 
than you are a positive experience. So you have to be seven times more diligent in advocating on behalf 
of your students, on behalf of your systems, on behalf of your communities because over 200 of you 
have completed that long list of requirements to be recognized here today, and everyone should know 
that. We should read that in local newspapers. We should read that fact in a Penny Pincher. We should 
read that on social media. That should be part of the board minutes. Everyone in our community should 
know that you've gone the extra mile to best serve your students, not only in the classroom but in the 
community. Every time you're in the school yard, instead of complaining or sharing a grief or a 



grievance, share an amazing story of how you engaged with a student or a family in that day, don't use 
their names, or how you've made a difference or the school has made a difference in the lives of our 
kids. When you're pushing a cart down the grocery aisle, make it a point that when you run into 
someone because they always stop you anyway, after you've heard what they had to share, give an 
example of how you helped someone in that same situation. On your way out of church, as you're 
walking through the procession line, make it a point to share something positive about the work that 
you do each and every day because if we don't advocate on behalf of our educational system in the 
Commonwealth, no one would ever know. And at the end of the day, that is the greatest injustice there 
is. That is the greatest disrespect to what we do each and every day. And when they don't know, our 
fighting for an investment in education becomes that much harder because I stand up here today. I get 
to be the state's top educator, and I get to be the person with experience in the classroom and a school 
building and a district and, now, at the state level, but I think my biggest role and the most important 
role, especially in 2017, is to be the school system's, the education system's biggest and loudest 
cheerleader. And I've committed myself to doing that over the course of however many years I get to be 
Secretary, but I stand up here today and ask for your help because together, we will not only change the 
quality of life of our students, preparing them to receive industry certificates, 2-year degrees and 4-year 
degrees, but we can reimagine this world of education and look back and know that our kids are better 
the day they leave us than they were the day they started. Thank you for all you do. It's noticed and 
appreciated. Thank you. 
 


