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I appreciate the opportunity to be with you today to address the 77th Conference of the Kentucky School Boards Association.
School boards play a critical role in Kentucky’s public education. Yet, I would venture to say, even though yours is a publically-elected office, few of your constituents really understand or can appreciate everything you do as a local school board member. But what you do is SO important. 
The decisions you make impact thousands and in some cases, hundreds of thousands of lives – from those of students, to teachers and administrators, parents, and the community at large.

It is you and your dedication to ensuring we are doing the right things for children and your willingness to “take the next step,” even when it is a difficult step to take, that keeps Kentucky public education on a path of continuous improvement. 
So, thank you for the time you invest, the hours you put in doing your homework, the tough questions you ask and the hard decisions that you make on a regular basis.
Kentucky has a rich tradition of doing what’s right for students of our state and for improving education for the benefit of all: 
· The Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence is a national model for education advocacy.
· In 1985, the Council for Better Education lawsuit, better known to everyone as the Rose decision, was a courageous effort to point out iniquities, inequalities and inadequacies of our public school system
· The subsequent 1989 state Supreme Court opinion declaring Kentucky’s system of public
schools unconstitutional, remains a bold decision to provide the opportunity for each child,
every child to have an equitable and adequate public school education that is adequately
funded.
· 1990’s House Bill 940 -- better known as the Kentucky Education Reform Act, addressed systemic reforms in school curriculum, governance and finance 

· And not quite 20 years later, in 2009, Senate Bill 1 mapped a course for public education in our state that would lead to the goal of College and Career Readiness for ALL children. 
I am proud to serve in a state where we have such a focus on students, on improving public education and in meeting the needs of each and every child. And I know you are too.
As I mentioned, our goal is for ALL Kentucky students to graduate from high school, college and/or career-ready. That means academically ready to take credit-bearing college courses, not remedial ones that cost mom and dad money, don’t earn students credit and often discourage them from completing their postsecondary education. 

Career-ready means preparing students with the academic foundation, employability and job skills needed to pursue postsecondary job training, enter the military or land a job that pays a living wage.

Much work remains, yet we’ve come a long way and made a lot of progress in the past three decades. 
Most recently, in January, Education Week ranked Kentucky in the top 10 nationally in its annual “Quality Counts” Report. The report looks at key education indicators and grades states on their policy efforts and outcomes. Let me say it again, Kentucky is in tenth place – up from 34th place just two years ago. That’s progress.

Our dropout rate is falling -- down to 1.6 percent. At the same time, our graduation rate is rising and stands at 77.8 percent. That’s progress.
And two years ago, I asked your superintendents and board of education chairs to sign the Commonwealth Commitment – a pledge to increase the rates of college and career readiness in your high schools by 50 percent by 2015. Back then the statewide college and career readiness rate stood at 34 percent – only one in three of our high school graduates was ready to take that next step into postsecondary education, training, military or career. This year – we surpassed our annual target with 47 percent --nearly half of our students considered ready. That’s progress.

As you may know, the statewide rate is driven by what’s going on in your districts – on you making good on your Commonwealth Commitment pledge.  So thank you – and give yourself a hand for making that happen. (applause)
Conversely, if your district and every one of the schools in your districts hasn’t made similar progress – it’s time to ask why not?

If you don’t know exactly how your schools and your district are measuring up – it’s time to find out. 
Kentucky’s online School Report Card provides the transparency in the data so that parents, communities and school boards members can see how a school, district and the state are doing on a number of indicators including accountability, assessments and progress toward meeting targets in proficiency, college and career readiness and closing the achievement gap between various groups of students. If you go online to the Kentucky Department of Education website, www.education.ky.gov, you’ll see a link to the School Report Card in the middle of the page.
I think we’d all agree, it’s classroom teachers, who day in and day out, are on the front line of student learning. It is up to principals to support and guide them. Superintendents, it is your responsibility to set the expectations for those in your district and work to make sure they deliver. 
And it is your job, as members of the district school board, to hold everyone accountable for doing what’s right for the children of your district and delivering the best education possible. 
You must equip yourselves with the knowledge and training to do the job, to ask the tough questions and to have the courage to say “no” when a decision is not in the best academic interest of students in your district.
It is up to us, as adults, to keep the focus on the children. Our motivation and our actions should not stray from this. But as we’ve seen in the news, it sometimes does. 
In the past couple of years, there have been no fewer than a half-dozen Kentucky school cases where the adults have NOT done what’s right for the future of their children. The reasons they give vary – but this isn’t about making excuses. It is about the adults owning their responsibility and executing it to the fullest extent. 
We are seeing far too many cases when adults are making choices on what’s right for them rather than what’s really right for students and their future. This cannot happen anymore. 
We have a moral obligation to these children to equip them the best we can for success in life. We have a fiduciary responsibility to the taxpayers to be good stewards of their money. And we have an obligation to our state to build a workforce that is competitive and will encourage the economic development that is at the heart of Kentucky’s future.
It is up to us at the Department of Education to fulfill our responsibility too in supporting our schools and districts -- and you. 
So, as we talk about taking next steps, the first step I will take is recommending to the Kentucky Board of Education revisions to the regulation governing your training. We want to add an ethics requirement and a requirement for financial training to be sure you are properly equipped to do the job you have been elected to do.

The next step we’re going to take is reactivating the Commissioner’s Local School Board Members Advisory Council; some of you will serve as members. The purpose is to provide me and in turn the department with feedback on issues related to local school board authority -- what’s working and what may not be working for you as you oversee the operation of your districts. The advisory council will also provide advice on what may need to change and how.
As you probably know, we are working on a new Professional Growth and Effectiveness System for teachers and principals. You may hear it referred to as PGES. It’s a requirement of our Race to the Top grant and No Child Left Behind/ESEA waiver.  And if we don’t follow through, we stand to lose more than $480 million in federal funding, including federal Race to the Top state and district monies.

PGES is a system we’ve developed in cooperation with teachers, principals, superintendents and our education partners. We’ve taken it slow to be sure we get it right. It’s a system based on a number of measures of effectiveness that will determine performance levels for our educators. 

And while PGES will inform human capital decisions, the system is not designed to do TO educators, but FOR them. It will give teachers and principals the individual feedback and professional learning resources they need to improve their practice, become more effective and in turn help students be more successful. 
It’s critical that we complete the alignment from student to school board and it’s important for our teachers and principals to see that expectations are increasing for everyone. It’s also important we provide superintendents the support they need to improve.
There’s a phrase that says, “What gets measured, gets done.” And it’s true. If someone is keeping track, aren’t we more likely to make progress toward accomplishing the goal that’s before us? 

Yet, in a recent informal poll of superintendents during one of my Superintendent Webcasts, we asked, “Does your superintendent’s annual evaluation include performance goals connected to Unbridled Learning/delivery targets (on college/career-readiness, graduation rate, and closing the achievement gap between the various student groups)?” 33 percent said yes, 67 percent said no. 

To me, this was ironic. If we are truly committed to reaching our goals, shouldn’t progress toward those delivery targets be part of the superintendent evaluation?  
Now, I’m not suggesting anything any different than what the state board is doing as part of my evaluation. It includes clearly stated expectations tied to progress toward our goals.
KRS 156.557 (4)(a) states,” Each superintendent shall be evaluated according to a policy and procedures developed by the local board of education and approved by the department.”

So, the next step I am taking is, requiring all school boards to submit a comprehensive written plan for superintendent evaluation to the department by December of this year as part of the approval process outlined in statute. 
The plans must include at a minimum: 

· progress toward the delivery goals for the district set by KDE – currently that includes graduation rate, closing achievement gaps and college/career-readiness.  Those are available for each district on the delivery targets tab of the School Report Card.
· fiscal management goals required by KDE. They are:
1. Establish a balanced operational budget for school programs and activities.

2. Utilize collaborative and transparent processes to ensure resources are allocated and expended in accordance with the district’s goals and needs.

3. Leverage district resources to attain their highest and best use to improve student learning, while maintaining compliance with legal, ethical and policy standards.

4. Effectively communicates the district’s budget and resource allocation to the local board and constituents.

·  And I’m including a requirement to have the summative evaluation of the superintendent in writing and placed in the minutes of the board meeting where the summative evaluation is discussed in open session. This is a matter of transparency and an important step toward building trust and credibility among staff, parents and community members.
Boards may wish to include additional standards and performance measures. I understand the Kentucky Association of School Administrators is working on superintendent standards that will roll out sometime in the near future. But the ones I just mentioned will be required by December in order for the superintendent evaluation plan to be approved.
We will be communicating about the process for submitting your superintendent evaluation plans to the department in the near future. This should keep everyone in the district focused on doing what’s right and on a path of continuous improvement. 
So, no more excuses. No more abdication of responsibility. No more accepting the status quo. The futures of the students in your schools and in your districts hang in the balance.

It’s time everyone in our education system – from teachers to principals to superintendents to board members and yes, the commissioner of education be held accountable for the education of our children. Yes, others have a responsibility as well, but the buck stops with the people in this room.

None of this work is easy. Nobody ever said it would be. But focused, hard work is the real key to success and making sure we don’t stumble as we take the next steps.
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