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Thank you Mayor Dean for that kind introduction. 

 

Mayor Dean, Members of the Board of Education, Members of the Metro Council, State Legislators, students, 

system staff, Ellen – my wife, and other esteemed guests:   

 

I want to start by welcoming our guests on stage. These are student ambassadors from our high schools. Thank 

you to each of you for being here.  

 

Their presence on stage helps remind us what the work of education is really about.  

 

Public conversations on education are often about ideology, policy, laws and other issues that guide 

administrators and elected officials. These are important conversations, but they’re often disconnected from 

what takes place every day in classrooms.  

 

When our 86,000 students walk into our schools, the experiences they have shape who they are and who they 

will become later in life.  

 

I am proud to say that the experiences our students are having today are much different than they were a little 

over six years ago when I joined the district.  

 

Our work is far from done – the journey of transformation for Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools is not 

complete. But the changes that have been made over the last six years are significant.  

 

These changes have come about with the help and support from many of you in this room, and many others 

across the city – it’s taken all of us working together toward common goals, and as a result:   

 

Academic performance has improved for all students in all subject areas – and in many cases, these have been 

double-digit gains. 
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Our achievement gaps are narrower than statewide averages.  

 

Our graduation rate is up – and it’s improving at an even faster pace for Hispanic and African American 

students.   

 

With all of that said, we have to recognize that we’re still not where we want to be. We want to provide an 

excellent education for every student – regardless of their backgrounds, their race, their family or the school 

they attend. Our students deserve no less.  

 

All of us in this room know that if there’s any city capable of creating a world-class urban school system, it’s 

Nashville. Our potential is enormous. We need to build on the progress that’s been made, and push aggressively 

in the areas where we still need to improve.  

 

Today I want to take a look back at where we started and talk about where we are now, in order to help us – as a 

city – chart our path forward from here.  

 

-- 

 

During my first week on the job, I took a tour of McGavock High School. The school I saw then was not the 

same place that President Obama visited last January.  

 

I found a school in such disarray that campus security lined the hallways. They wore black and stood with their 

arms crossed. They weren’t interacting with students; they were watching to catch students acting out in a 

school that had averaged over 400 incidents leading to student arrests during each of the previous two years.  

It wasn’t an environment that was good for students or conducive to learning. I had to change the leadership at 

McGavock two weeks after I got here.   

 

But it wasn’t just McGavock that was in a state of crisis. Several of our high schools were suffering from high 

dropout rates, high truancy rates and issues with student discipline. Middle class families were fleeing to other 

counties because of our high schools.  

 

The district as a whole was in the first stages of state takeover. After five years of failing to meet Adequate 

Yearly Progress benchmarks, the district had fallen into “Restructuring” status under No Child Left Behind.  

Our federal programs office had been frozen for poor accounting practices.  

 

More significant was a culture of low expectations for students who live in poverty, students with disabilities 

and students learning to speak English. There was systemic acceptance that “some kids” just won’t do as well as 

others. Over time, the student population had changed and the district had not kept pace with that change.  

 

It’s a mentality that we still combat today in many places. It’s not borne out of maliciousness – quite the 

opposite. It often comes from a place of compassion and empathy, from principals and teachers who think: 

“How can this student who is dealing with so much in life be expected to learn like other kids?”  

 

It sounds simple and obvious – to believe that every child can learn. But it wasn’t a part of Metro Schools’ 

culture when I arrived.  

 

There was a bright side though. When I moved here, the Nashville community was already fully aware of its 

school system’s challenges and was unified in demanding better for its young people.  
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We had a Mayor – still early in his tenure – who had made education his top priority. We had a Metro Council 

that agreed with and supported that priority by approving city budgets that invested in our schools and even kept 

funding for schools intact during the recession. We had a Board of Education that was unified in its goal to 

improve the quality of education in the district.   

 

The Chamber had made education a top agenda item, as well.  

 

At the state level, Governor Bredesen had shown a commitment to take on the tough task of raising academic 

standards and later, the even tougher task of aligning teacher and principal evaluations with student outcomes.  

Across the board, there was demand for immediate improvement in our schools.  

 

Without this context of urgency, what came next would not have been possible.  

 

-- 

 

We began our district’s journey of transformation. 

 

It started with a comprehensive strategic review of operations and management practices, as well as a review of 

instructional programs.   

 

This analysis was the foundation for creating a plan for district-wide reform. We called it MNPS Achieves – a 

five-year strategic plan focused on nine key areas that we knew needed improvement. Five of the nine focus 

areas related to student performance and the others related to district operations.  

 

And this is where we harnessed the city-wide support for schools: We didn’t develop strategic goals and then 

set off on our own as a school district to accomplish them. We invited the community to help us.  

 

We created a Transformational Leadership Group for each of the nine focus areas comprised of district 

employees, parents, business professionals and engaged community members. Major changes resulted from 

their work.  

 

We decentralized services for students with special needs and students learning to speak English. 

 

Too many students with disabilities were being separated from their peers for the majority of their day, and in 

many cases, they were being completely segregated into self-contained classrooms with no opportunity to 

interact with peers without disabilities or to be taught using our general education curriculum.  

 

Not only was this wrong, it did not meet the intention of federal law on special education, which requires that 

students with disabilities be educated in the least restrictive environment possible.  

 

Before I arrived, Mayor Dean had brought attention to this issue by forming an Advisory Council on Special 

Education. Additional community input was sought through the Transformational Leadership Group that was 

formed on Students with Special Needs.  

 

Both groups identified a need for significant professional development for our teachers so that we could move 

to more inclusive practices district-wide and ensure our students with disabilities would receive meaningful 

interaction and instruction in our general education classrooms – and that’s what we did. We trained over 4,000 
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teachers on inclusive practices and differentiated instruction, and we continue to provide professional 

development for all teachers.   

 

The story for students learning to speak English was similar. Like many of our students with disabilities, they 

were being bused to central locations – away from their zoned schools – to receive EL services.  

The number of English Learners grows every year. Imagine if these practices had continued!   

 

We know that the sooner an English Learner is in a caring environment with high expectations to meet grade-

level academic standards, the sooner he or she will master English as a language, which is essential for their 

academic achievement. Now we provide our EL services directly at our schools.   

 

The results are undeniable. EL students generally don’t perform at the same level as others on standardized 

tests. No surprise! It’s a test given in English! They haven’t mastered English yet!  

 

But when we dig deeper, after they exit the EL program, they perform as well or better than their English-

speaking counterparts.   

 

And we know there’s more we need to do to further improve how we deliver EL services.   

 

--   

 

Two other focus areas during our work on MNPS Achieves were high school reform and the performance of 

disadvantaged students – both have resulted in highly-successful initiatives.  

 

I’ll start with our high schools.  

 

I introduced the young people on stage with me as student ambassadors. When you arrived here today you were 

greeted or escorted through the building by a young man or woman wearing one of these blue blazers.  

 

These kids look sharp, don’t they?   

 

But it’s much more than a blazer. Our ambassadors are given specialized training to serve as advocates and 

leaders in their schools. They represent their school and an academic pathway within their school that they’ve 

chosen to study.  

 

We call it the Academies of Nashville and it’s now wall-to-wall in all our zoned high schools. The Academies 

are about creating small learning communities within our large high schools. It is the best urban high school 

reform initiative in the country. 

 

Each Academy has its own principal, its own counselor, and its own set of teachers. This personalized approach 

to education allows high school students to develop strong relationships with adults and to be fully engaged in 

their education so that they can see the connection between staying in school, doing well in school and 

successfully taking their next steps in education and life. 

 

If we don’t have an Academy that fits the interests of a student at their zoned school, we’ve opened up 

enrollment, so they can apply to an Academy at another school. With support from the Mayor and Metro 

Council, we now offer MTA bus passes to all of our high school students at no cost to them – which makes 

those Academy choices more accessible to more students.  
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The Academies are also about college preparation. Every high school student is taken on college campus tours. 

They’re taught about applying for financial aid and the college experience. And they have multiple ways to earn 

college credit while still in high school – through accelerated learning programs like Cambridge or International 

Baccalaureate, as well as Advanced Placement coursework, Dual Enrollment, or Dual Credit testing.  

 

We want all students to be able to picture themselves on a college campus after they graduate. And our 

Academies – with real-world learning experiences they offer through college and business partners – help our 

students make that connection.  

 

In many cases, the experiences our students are having in our Academies are paving the way for their success in 

college. I’ll give you two examples right here at Overton High School:  

 

Sadiq Rahmatullah is a senior in the Academy of Health Sciences here. He’s an immigrant from Burma. His 

family moved here in 2011 after living as refugees in Malaysia – where he wasn’t allowed to go to school.  

 

Now he wants to study biology or chemistry in college. He plans to go onto medical or pharmaceutical school. 

He’s been taking a pharmacological science class this year. With assistance from some of our community 

partners, we’re going to pay for him to take the national certification exam this spring to become a pharmacy 

technician before he even graduates from high school – it’s one of several certifications our student can receive 

through the Academy programs. 

 

Sadiq plans to help pay his way through college by working in a pharmacy.  

 

Farzin Dehgan is a senior in the Academy of Musical Performance and a student in the World Percussion 

program, which was created as part of Music Makes Us. You heard him perform with the group this morning.  

Farzin moved here with his family from Iran 3 ½ years ago to flee religious persecution. The transition to the 

United States and American culture was hard on him.  

 

Then one day he heard a song and asked his English teacher, Mr. Blankenship, who sang it and what genre of 

music it was. Well, it was Merle Haggard! His teacher gave him a CD and Farzin fell in love with Country 

music.  

 

A few weeks later he heard the school choir practicing and asked another teacher what they were singing. It was 

Pavarotti, and so he started listening to opera, as well.   

 

Farzin had played an instrument back home in Iran, starting when he was about 13. All of sudden, his passion 

for music was reignited, and it gave him a way to connect to American culture and begin to enjoy his life here. 

 

Farzin plays Persian Classical music on a bowed string instrument called a kamancheh. It’s not a Gibson guitar, 

but it has a beautiful sound. He’s performed at the Schermerhorn as a part of their cultural outreach. He’s done 

several clinics and performances for elementary age students to talk about the power of music. He even gave a 

TED talk at TEDxNashvilleEd about his personal story with music.   

 

The best part of Farzin’s story is that he was recently offered a scholarship from the Berklee College of Music 

to study composition and music education. He is also a finalist for the Thor Johnson scholarship with the 

Nashville Symphony. 
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Our high school Academies are changing lives!  

 

Sadiq and Farzin are both here. I want to ask them to stand to be recognized.  

 

-- 

 

Whether a student recently moved here from another country, or comes from a family that suffers from 

generational poverty, or is one of our city’s 2,900 homeless youth – many of our students are exposed to 

chronic stress and need more than just academic rigor. They need access to services and support for themselves 

and their families.  

 

Disadvantaged students was one of our focus areas during MNPS Achieves, and out of that work came the idea 

of creating community schools – schools that could provide access to a variety of social services and extra 

supports for students and families: mental health counseling, health screenings, food pantries, tutoring and 

mentoring programs, English language classes for adults, and even programs designed to involve more dads and 

male role models in our young people’s lives.  

 

As this idea grew, it was given the name Community Achieves. It currently operates in 14 schools, serving 

nearly 12,000 students. We have it at every grade level and in nine of our 12 school clusters. 

 

It’s not a cookie-cutter model. We provide the school with the staff, technical support, program evaluation, and 

infrastructure, and allow principals to decide which community partners and which services are needed based 

on student and family data.  

 

Our hope is to expand the program to five more schools next year so that even more students can benefit from 

this wrap-around services model.  

 

-- 

 

While much of our work during MNPS Achieves was focused directly on changing educational environments 

for students, we had organizational changes that had to be made as well – which also had benefits for students.  

We completely transformed our business practices – the way we handle finance, IT, human capital, child 

nutrition, transportation and federal programs. All of these departments operate more effectively and efficiently 

than they did six years ago.  

 

The recent performance audit commissioned by the Metro Council confirms that – in a 600-plus page report, 

there were no significant findings of operational inefficiencies. Moreover, our federal programs office was 

recognized as a “best practice” in the audit, when it was considered a “high-risk subgrantee” by the U.S. 

Department of Education just six years ago.  

 

Our purchasing and contracting system has gone fully electronic – there’s no paper pushing involved anymore. 

As a result, we dramatically decreased the number of days it takes to approve a business contract. Even more 

important: we dramatically decreased the number of days it takes for teachers to receive materials they order.   

 

The move toward paperless is being applied to employee and student records as well. I believe we can be the 

first school district in the country to go paperless in both our Human Capital and Student Records departments – 

which is a massive amount of paper in any school district. We are digitizing our records and eliminating file 

cabinets by the day.  
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On the human capital side, we’ve moved up our teacher recruiting and hiring schedule to get a better pool of 

teacher applicants. And for hiring school leadership, we created New Leaders – an extensive candidate 

screening and interview process that aims to seek out individuals who truly understand how to establish and 

achieve high expectations for all students – a “no excuses” approach to academic achievement.   

 

And we’ve intentionally recruited experts from the private sector to lead departments like planning / 

construction and purchasing.  

 

Effective, efficient government is important across the board, but especially with public schools where we 

should be making the most of every dollar to benefit our students. There’s always room for improvement in this 

area, but we’ve come a long way as a school system.  

 

-- 

 

Just as our work on MNPS Achieves was getting into full swing, something truly amazing happened: Tennessee 

won Race to the Top.  

 

Forty states applied. Sixteen were finalists in the first round. And in March 2010, it was Tennessee and 

Delaware that came out on top.  

 

Again, this was only possible because of broad community support for education reform. Tennessee’s 

application was said to have received high marks for support from all levels of government, the teachers’ union, 

and business leaders.  

 

The timing for us as a school district could not have been better.  

 

We were less than one year into our first five-year strategic plan. The infusion of $40 million in Race to the Top 

funds allowed us to accelerate the implementation of MNPS Achieves and complete our goals in three years 

instead of five. It provided critical funding for initiatives like Community Achieves and allowed us to make 

major district-wide improvements, like building a world-class STEM program.  

 

Many of our Race to the Top initiatives came directly out of MNPS Achieves and aligned perfectly with the 

reform goals set by the U.S. Department of Education – which told me that we were on the right track with our 

local vision for reform and the changes that we were making.  

 

I want to highlight two of these, which together account for nearly half of our local spending from the Race to 

the Top grant: First, our investment in information technology, specifically building data systems to support 

instruction. And second, our investment in people – our work to support great teachers and leaders. 

 

-- 

 

With the use of $8.7 million in Race to the Top funds, we developed one of the most sophisticated education 

data warehouses in the nation.  

 

Developing systems to support the use of data in decision-making by teachers and principals was a key focus 

for Race to the Top nationwide. But I believe we did it better here than just about anywhere else.  
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We not only created the IT infrastructure to integrate student data, instructional data and test score data, we also 

designed a data coach program to train teachers and school leaders how to effectively use the data to guide 

decisions about instruction and interventions.  

 

We’re state of the art now, but there’s still room to expand our capacity and have an even greater impact for 

students.  

 

Right now we’re working to continue to expand the types of student data we bring into the warehouse to allow 

us to get an even more holistic picture of the young people we serve. Data sharing efforts with district partners 

and other Metro and state agencies are areas we are exploring as well.  

 

As the data warehouse continues to evolve, the district should look into incorporating operational and financial 

data into the system – to better track how district operations impact schools and how funds spent impact student 

outcomes. 

 

These ongoing efforts will keep us moving forward as one of the leaders in the use of data and further drive our 

district’s improvement and student achievement.   

 

-- 

 

The right systems and technology can make our work more effective, but data are just sets of numbers – they 

don’t do the work. It all comes down to the teachers in the classroom and the support they receive from 

leadership in their schools, which is why recruiting and developing great teachers and leaders was a focus 

starting with MNPS Achieves and continues as a major theme in our new strategic plan in place today.  

 

We invested $9.4 million of Race to the Top funds into multiple strategies, but there are two strategies that 

stand out in my mind as making the greatest impact: Our work to develop teacher leaders through the creation 

of the Teacher Leadership Institute, and our work to transform principals from building managers into true 

instructional leaders for their schools.  

 

Before our focus on instructional leadership, the principals’ main job was to oversee their buildings’ operations 

and handle student discipline issues. They looked to the central office for instruction leadership, so we set out to 

change that.  

 

Instructional leadership should be school based, located close to the action, where it can have the greatest 

influence.  

 

All school administrators have received extensive training from the Rutherford Leadership Institute. SOCL 

(Skillful Observation and Coaching Lab) helped develop all school-based administrators as expert observers of 

good instruction and expert coaches.  

 

Many other leadership opportunities are offered on an ongoing basis to build school-based organizational and 

leadership skills. 

 

-- 

 

Through changing our human capital practices, our pool of highly-qualified teachers has increased. When 

someone is talented and possesses natural leadership skills, they want room to grow in their profession.  
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I am very proud of the new initiative we started with Race to the Top funds – our Teacher Leadership Institute. 

We seek applications from our top-performing 3-5 year teachers – the top 5 percent, and give them a year-long 

leadership development experience.  

 

The goal is to retain our top performers. Too many leave after a short stay. I believe that TLI has become the 

pipeline for future teacher, school and system leadership for the district. I believe it will help us retain the very 

best we have and help them develop as rising stars.  

 

-- 

 

By 2013, with a major boost from Race to the Top, our district’s transformation was in full swing. We had 

made significant organizational changes and major, district-wide improvements were well underway.  

 

We were ready to take our vision for Metro Schools to the next level.  And so with support and involvement of 

the Board, we developed a new strategic plan: Education 2018 – Excellence for Every Student.  

 

It calls for greater school autonomy, redefining Central Office as a support system for schools, and most 

importantly – a focus on personalized learning.  

 

As part of fulfilling this strategic vision, we’re making a major change this year in how we fund schools. We’re 

moving to a budgeting approach called Student-Based Budgeting. It means we allocate dollars to schools 

instead of positions and give principals the flexibility to determine the resources that best fit the needs of their 

schools. 

 

This model allows principals to hire the staff they need for the school environments they design. School budgets 

are set based on the characteristics of the students they serve – so schools get resources to match the increased 

needs of EL students, students with disabilities or low-performing students.  

 

This approach to budgeting provides greater equity – in that schools get the resources to match the students they 

serve, greater transparency – in that it’s easier to see how dollars follow students,  and greater flexibility. It 

supports the ability of our principals to develop personalized learning environments for their students – which is 

the heart of our strategic plan.  

 

-- 

 

Personalized learning involves meeting the academic, social and emotional needs of individual students while 

setting high expectations for every student. This focus on personalized learning is key to serving our diverse 

student population.  

 

Our diversity as a district – like our city – is growing. And just as Metro Government chooses to welcome and 

celebrate the city’s growing immigrant population, Metro Schools places value on racial and cultural integration 

within our individual school buildings as a contributor to quality education.  

 

And this makes us unique. We’re one of the relatively few school systems in the nation pursuing integrated 

education voluntarily. We are not legally required to do so – we choose to do so. The choice was made two 

years ago by a unanimous vote of the Board.  
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Many of you may not realize this – our school system has no majority group in its student population – our 

racial and ethnic groups are all less than 50% of our total district enrollment. As a district, we are the picture of 

diversity.  

 

We want our schools to meet the definition of diversity as well. More than half of our district’s students are 

enrolled in schools that meet our diversity definition. Overton is one of them.   

 

We don’t set rigid percentages or quotas, but instead encourage flexible mixes of different racial and ethnic 

groups in our schools. Our definition of diversity not only considers racial and ethnic diversity, but also income, 

language and disability.  

 

Our diversity management plan requires that the impact on diversity is considered in all decision-making – 

zoning, school siting, establishing feeder patterns and pathways, staffing schools, and so on. Sometimes this 

gets hard. There are those who believe that diversity and quality are not compatible, but we are proving this to 

be wrong!  

 

I hope continuing to pursue diversity in our schools will remain a permanent priority for Metro Schools. It’s a 

task that can never be marked complete; it has to be front of mind as the district continues to grow and change, 

and I hope it will be.     

 

-- 

 

We want our schools and our classrooms to be diverse. But how does a teacher meet the needs of students with 

different abilities, backgrounds and even languages in the same classroom? The answer is differentiated 

instruction, and technology is a great tool for customizing instruction for individual students – if a teacher 

knows how to use it for this purpose. 

 

So as part of our Education 2018 plan, we set out to train every Metro teacher on how to effectively use 

technology to differentiate instruction. We call it All-Star Training. Last spring and summer, nearly 5,000 

teachers completed the training – and it has been institutionalized so that every teacher hired new to the district 

receives the training.  

 

When they’ve successfully completed the training, each teacher receives a laptop for their use in the classroom.   

 

-- 

 

At the same time we are emphasizing differentiated instruction as a way to create personalized learning 

environments for our students, we’re emphasizing social and emotional learning as well.  

 

This is a whole-child approach to education – where we recognize that preparing for success in life requires 

more than meeting high academic standards; we want to help students develop the social skills needed to 

manage emotions and build relationships. 

 

We are one of eight cities nationwide that received a grant from the CASEL Foundation, the Collaborative for 

Academic, Social and Emotional Learning. It’s not a program that we put kids through – it’s a fully integrated 

approach to instruction that is reinforced throughout the school environment. And we’re national leaders in this 

effort. Last summer we hosted 700 teachers and school administrators from around the country at our 4
th

 annual 

summer conference on social and emotional learning. 
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At the middle school level, this whole-child approach includes giving our young adolescent students the 

opportunity to discover something they’re passionate about. We want every one of our middle school students 

to have access to a co-curricular activity that is more than just academics – that might be sports, music, the arts 

or other activities – and we’re close to accomplishing this.   

 

Music is a great example. Music instruction, whether it is vocal or instrumental, is within the reach of every 

middle school student who wants to sing or play an instrument. We can do that for our students because this is 

Music City – and because our Mayor and music industry have stepped up to make our music education program 

world class through Music Makes Us. Leading by example, the Country Music Association's multi-million 

dollar commitment to purchase over 7,000 instruments is a testament to our desire to provide quality music 

education for every student. We stand as national leaders in our commitment to access and quality in music 

education. It’s a tremendous asset.  

 

-- 

 

Our reform efforts started with a focus on our high schools, then we set out to tackle our middle schools, and 

now we must focus on early education. 

 

It started last year when the city invested in the expansion of pre-K. We used $5 million to open three early 

learning centers in North Nashville, East Nashville and South Nashville. Together, the three centers expanded 

our pre-K program by over 300 seats.  

 

Our local investment in pre-K also positioned us to receive a significant grant from the U.S. Department of 

Education: $8.3 million this year for the development and expansion of high-quality pre-K, with the possibility 

of a total $33 million over four years.  

 

Our ultimate goal is to partner with private providers and Head Start to be able to collectively serve every four-

year-old in Nashville with access to a high-quality, pre-K program – because we know when students enter 

kindergarten ready to learn, they’re more likely to be successful not only in kindergarten but throughout their 

education. It’s smarter to invest early than to remediate later.  

 

The federal grant will allow us to further add pre-K seats in our new model pre-K centers. But equally, if not 

more important, the grant will allow us to work with community partners to raise the quality of pre-K education 

across the city – both in Metro Schools and in pre-K programs offered by other government and private 

providers.   

 

In our model pre-K’s, we are developing and implementing the best, research-based pre-K curriculum there is.  

When these children come into kindergarten with more skills because they’ve gone through this pre-K, our 

teachers need to be prepared to build on that advantage. Funds from the grant will help us with professional 

development to ensure that early education continuum. This will have a tremendous impact on students being 

on grade level by the third grade, but we must make sure we raise expectations in the early childhood grades.  

 

The last thing I’ll say about pre-K is that the U.S. Department of Education would not have awarded us the 

grant without the local support we had shown for expanding pre-K opportunities. It’s evidence of what can 

happen when our community has a common goal around education and works together to achieve it. That’s a 

lesson we can’t forget.  
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-- 

 

The progress we’re making as a school district is undeniable. But as I said earlier, our work is far from done.  

 

This fact was highlighted when the state released an updated priority schools list in August, and we had more 

priority schools than had been identified two years earlier. It’s not acceptable to have schools that are in the 

bottom 5% in the state.  

 

We’ve had the Innovation Zone in place and all of our low-performing schools have shown progress, but it’s 

not enough.  

 

Our goal must be to have no schools on the state’s priority list – and I think that’s achievable in three years 

when the state updates the list again. But it’s going to take hard decisions and hard work to get us there.  

 

We can’t be afraid to make tough decisions if it means better outcomes for our students; and we’ve made some 

hard decisions already.  

 

We selected new leaders for five of the 12 priority schools. We launched a national recruitment campaign for 

turnaround leaders and recruited several highly-qualified school leaders to take on this challenge.  

 

We made the decision to convert Kirkpatrick Elementary to a KIPP charter school. Kirkpatrick has been a 

chronically low-performing school.  

 

Our challenge there is not a funding or resource issue – as people often like to think it is when a school serves 

nearly all economically disadvantaged students and doesn’t perform well.  

 

Our per-pupil spending at Kirkpatrick last year was one of the highest – if not the highest – in the district. Over 

the years, we have put some of our best people and resources into Kirkpatrick but it still wasn’t working. And 

that’s why we chose Kirkpatrick to create a partnership with KIPP.   

 

KIPP has a track record in Nashville. Their middle school and high school are both high-performing schools 

that serve a majority of economically disadvantaged, minority students. And both schools have a high number 

of students with disabilities as well.  

 

If anyone is up to the task of turning around Kirkpatrick, I believe they are; and I believe the children zoned for 

Kirkpatrick are going to have a better opportunity because of the partnership we’ve formed with KIPP and 

additional choices they have for other schools in the area.  

 

But we’re not done making hard decisions around our low-performing schools.  

 

For example, an East Nashville Advisory Committee made up of community volunteers has been meeting since 

last fall.  

 

When I put the idea out there that we have the opportunity to do something unique in East Nashville to address 

the concentration of low-performing schools in the area, community members responded by saying they wanted 

to help craft the solutions. And so we gave them the opportunity to do that.  
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The advisory committee is made up of teachers, parents and community leaders. They just completed a series of 

public meetings where they’ve been vetting the ideas the committee has been discussing with others in the 

community – and they actually meet as a group again tonight to come together around the final 

recommendations they’ll make to the Board.  

 

The basic premise is to expand access to high quality school options in East Nashville and provide families with 

guaranteed pathways in the program of their choice. That’s something we’ve heard parents say they want, and 

that’s possible in East Nashville.  

 

-- 

 

Low-performing schools are not our district’s only challenge. Even more important than where a particular 

school falls on a list is whether or not every student gets the education he or she needs to be successful in life 

after high school.  

 

An often-used measure of this is our ACT scores – and the reality is the majority of our graduates fall short of a 

21 on the ACT. ACT benchmarks show math and science to be our biggest challenges. While the percent of 

students reaching proficiency on the Algebra II End of Course exam has doubled over the past three years, less 

than 1/3 of our students are reaching this standard.  

 

In a school district going through transformational reform, like Nashville, test scores are always the last thing to 

change – with ACT scores taking the longest time to show improvement.  

 

But we can’t afford to sit back and wait for the reform measures already made to take full effect. Our students 

can’t afford for us to wait. We have to keep pushing.  

 

My time with Metro Schools comes to an end in June. Soon it will be someone else’s turn to take the helm. That 

person – whoever he or she might be – has a tremendous opportunity to build on the progress that’s been made.  

 

This district is well positioned to see academic achievement accelerate rapidly in the years ahead.  

 

We have the tools: Our Research, Assessment and Evaluation department is second to none. The Academic 

Performance Framework that we have developed is quickly becoming recognized as the most comprehensive 

360-degree view of school-level accountability available. We are still learning and refining this great tool. But 

we have it, and most districts don’t.  

 

We have the technology: The data warehouse has connected our teachers and principals with the information 

they need to adjust their instructional strategies in real time. 

 

We have the infrastructure: Our operational and business practices have made us more efficient and more 

flexible – we now have a system that works to support schools rather than a system that schools have to 

navigate to get support.    

 

That’s not to say this will be an easy job for the next Director– far from it. But we’re well along our way on this 

journey of transformation.  

 

-- 
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I hope my successor has the vision and leadership to take this district where it needs to go; where it can go.    

 

But equally important to the Board’s job of finding the right person to fill this role, is your job – as community 

members, as stakeholders, as educators, as advocates – to come together with the same unified voice that met 

me in 2009. The same unified voice that led the state to securing $500 million in Race to the Top funds, and $67 

million in federal pre-K funds.  

 

There have always been debates about education policy and ideology – and there always will be. Debate can be 

healthy and productive; it can lead to better outcomes by ensuring more opinions and ideas are given 

consideration.  

 

But debate can just as easily turn divisive. When different sides don’t listen with open ears. When political 

agendas outweigh the only agenda that should be driving our decisions – and that is outcomes for students. 

When the debate becomes about adults, and not kids, we’re in a dangerous place.  

 

-- 

 

Nashville is a world-class city. The appeal and success of Nashville right now is undeniable. And there’s one 

key ingredient that made it all possible: Optimism.  

 

Nashville is soaring high today because all through its recent history city leaders, business leaders, 

philanthropists, volunteers, and the people who live here have shared a sense of optimism.  

 

That optimism has led to the right investments at the right times – large and small – from an arena downtown to 

community members stepping up in the wake of a flood. People have invested their time, energy and money 

into a vision for what Nashville could be.  

 

That same passion exists around education in this city. We’ve seen it. We’ve benefited from it. Now is the time 

to harness an optimistic vision for Metro Nashville Public Schools. And it’s up to you – and all of us in this 

room – and others across this city – to see that vision come to be.  

 

-- 

 

For me personally, it has been a privilege and an honor to help carry our schools forward.  

 

Thank you very much.  

 

### 
 
Metro Nashville Public Schools 
Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools is the nation’s 42nd largest district, preparing more than 85,000 students to excel 
in higher education, work and life. With the goal of being the first choice for Nashville’s families, Metro Schools is 
committed to providing a high quality education to every student. The district is earning a national reputation for urban 
school reform, its commitment to social and emotional learning and rising academic achievement, and currently ranks in 
the top 27 percent of districts in the state for academic performance. Its strategic plan, Education 2018: Excellence for 
Every Student, sets the goal of becoming the nation’s top performing urban school system by 2018. The governing body 
for Metro Schools is the Metropolitan Nashville Board of Public Education, a nine-member elected body. For more 

information, visit www.mnps.org.  

http://www.mnps.org/

