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THE CITY OF NEW YORK
OFFICE OF THE MAYOR
NEW YORK, NY 10007
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: May 12, 2016
CONTACT: pressoffice@cityhall.nyc.gov, (212) 788-2958
 
RUSH TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO DELIVERS REMARKS AT UNVEILING OF NATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR EARLY EDUCATION RESEARCH’S ANNUAL STATE OF PRESCHOOL REPORT
Unknown: Mayor Bill de Blasio – 

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Yes, hello.

Unknown: – Why haven’t you fired the NYPD officers who illegally entered Ramarley Graham’s home, murdered him in cold blood, and then went on to assault his mother and grandmother? Why?

Unknown: I have a five-year-old brother, and he asked me if black lives matter to you. Do they?

Mayor: Yes, they do. 

Unknown: Will you meet with her? We’re not going to stop [inaudible] 

Mayor: We’re here to talk about pre-K. And we want – it’s very important to the children of our city.

Unknown: This is an important issue, and black lives matter.

Mayor: It is an important issue. 

Unknown We won’t stop calling your office until you make this –

Mayor: We’re going to address the issue. 

Unknown: Why are you afraid to look her in the eye?

Mayor: Again, we’re addressing the issue. There is a process. Right now, we’re here to talk about pre-K.

Unknown: But it’s important [inaudible]. A phone meeting is not enough. 

Mayor: Thank you.

Unknown: He died at the hands of NYPD, and you’re still not addressing them. Do you not care about black lives?

Mayor: Thank you very much. 

[Baby cries out in the audience]

Many voices speaking out today.

[Laughter]

Steve, I want to thank you for what you have put together this year. And I know this has been something you have done for years to show the people of this country what’s really happening with early childhood education.
 
You’ll hear from experts more profound than I, but this is one of the things we have to make a decision about in our country. If we are focused on early childhood education then we are seriously trying to reach our young people and give them a good future. If we are ignoring early childhood education then we’re actually not trying to fix our schools and create a more far and just society – it’s as simple as that. You can’t talk about economic fairness, you can’t talk about opportunity, you can’t talk about a quality education if you’re not talking about early childhood education. And that is part of what animated our work here in this City – to be honest and straightforward with the people of New York City that the only way we could start down a road of a bigger set of changes in our schools was to get it right at the foundational level, and that was pre-k. Doing pre-k in a truly universal fashion opened the door to so many of the other changes we have to make.
 
So, Steve thank you – and everyone at NIEER – for the work you do, for drawing the nation’s attention to the topic of early childhood education, and for making clear that we have so much to do in this country – it’s a call to arms. I’m very proud for New York City that we were featured in your report this year. I hope the lessons we’ve learned can be valuable to people all over the country because it did not come easy here. But I can say, we knew it was imperative, we knew it had to be done, and that made all the difference. 

And I want to thank a lot of people in this room who supported us every step of the way. I want to thank all the folks who are part of today’s event. Charlene, thank you for your very kind comment about what we’re doing here. Congratulations on all the good work happening in this beautiful facility. Thank you for pitching the three-year-old issue too, which we –
 
[Laughter]
 
– which we care about too. We’re going to here Dr. Libby Doggett, our Assistant Secretary of Education for this country – we’ll hear from her shortly. And what an important role to be the assistant secretary that focuses on early childhood education for the entire country. We appreciate her presence. We appreciate very greatly the presence of General Mike Hall, and I asked him why someone with a military background is focused on pre-k, and I think his answer is going to be very illuminating to everyone, and certainly rings an important note for me. And my dear friend Randi Weingarten – we have worked on issues of education together for many years. We both at times have been so frustrated – what could be done if only we focused, if only we had the will, if only we put the priorities in the right place. So, Randi, I know how much you believed in this. I know how much you thought it could be done, and you certainly can testify to the enthusiasm our educators have had for going to some place in New York City never reached before and really having full day pre-k for every single child. Now, so much credit belongs – thank you – so much credit belongs to two people in the room. First, I want to talk about Councilmember Mark Levine, and I’m going to use him as a representation of the entire –
 
[Applause]
 
– I’m going to use him as a representation of the entire community and the entire City Council, because it’s communities like this that believed in and fought for early childhood education. And the City Council was there with us every step along the way. And boy, you know, I know for those of you who work in the context of Washington DC it may not be typical to think about the legislative branch and the executive branch in total agreement, but here they were and what a difference it made. If you ask how could we do this in two years? One of the reasons is the City Council was 100 percent with us – holding our feet to the fire, but 100 percent with us.
 
And finally a man who when he came to work for me had a full head of hair –
 
[Laughter]
 
I asked Richard Buery to move mountains and to do what – literally – a lot of people thought was impossible. I’m not using that as just a figure of speech. A lot of people thought it was impossible, and I said to him, I’m going to give you two years to do something at an extraordinary level. We’re going reach every child. And his job was to inspire a huge team of people to do this work and every single City agency. It’s amazing how many parts of our City government had to be part of making this happen. And, Richard, you answered the call every time and you achieved the goal, and there’s something very special about that in life. You can say you ran the race – you won it. Let’s thank Richard Buery for all he has done.
 
[Applause]
 
So, I’m going to be very, very quick. Simple phrase I use – education determines economic destiny today more than at any time in human history. It’s very simple, very straightforward, very provable point. When I was growing up – I just had a birthday, I’m not going to talk about being 55, I find it very strange, but I’m 55 – I come from a generation that a lot of the young people I went to high school with – that high school degree was going to be all they needed. And there were lots of decent paying jobs – jobs that, you know, could go to work for a single company and stay there for a lifetime and put food on the table, and that was fine. I feel like I come from an entirely different time in history compared to what young people today are facing where they need the highest possible level of education they can reach, and they need that pre-K-to-12 education to do a lot for them. And they need maximum access to higher education if they’re going to be viable in today’s economic reality, if they’re going to get the kind of jobs you can actually take care of a family on.
 
Well, once you know that, you understand pre-K takes on added meaning. It’s not just about someone developing – a young child developing to their fullest, learning how to work well and play well with others, and all those great things, but it’s also about the recognition that if you don’t reach them at 4 years old, for so many of our kids, they literally will not have another chance to reach their full potential – that is the break point. So, we owe it to our children for so many reasons, including the world that has changed around us. It demands a different approach.
 
Now, I can tell you that it means so much to families because they save a huge amount of money if they know there’s full day pre-K for free for their child. It takes a huge burden off a family with a single child, but a family with multiple children – it can make a massive difference, especially in a city where a very large percentage of New Yorkers are just trying to make ends meet all the time. But the economic impact down the line for that child when they benefit from early childhood education, get a good education, and then can be viable in the modern economy – it pays off so many times over. So, we know this is a difference maker, and then it’s simply a matter – as we talked about will – well, we looked at the numbers. When I came into office there were about 20,000 kids in full day pre-K. We knew there were tens of thousands more who needed it. We said how fast can we do it? We said the first year we believe we could top 50,000 – we got to 53,000. We said the second year we had to get as high as we could – anyone who shows up gets a seat – literally – guaranteed free seat. We reached 68,500 kids in full-day pre-K in this city – more children than in the entire school system of San Fransisco just in pre-K here in this city. And it took so much work to open up the facilities, and higher the teachers, and prepare the curriculum, and inform the parents, but it was worth every penny. It was worth all the effort. 

245 new early childhood centers were opened up as part of this process. There were locations that existed before, but we had to make sure they could house our pre-K programs – 245 different locations that first year. Three of those classrooms were right here at Sugar Hill Museum Preschool. And if you talk about, if you build it, they will come – the response from communities was amazing. Parents lit up at the possibility – and the word of mouth, and the enthusiasm was extraordinary. We heard so many stories of parents telling their fellow parents – even ones who wouldn’t have considered pre-K for their child – you need to do this, it’s going to make a huge difference for your child’s life – and that’s why it grew so fast. 

So, we got it done, and I want to say – a very timely point as we’re having discussions on our State Capitol – we got it done because there was a clear chain of command. We had mayoral control of education. We could literally give an order in City Hall – this must happen, and every agency move to make it happen. I see we’re joined by the Deputy Chancellor of Department of Education Josh Wallack, another one of the key figures in creating pre-K. Well, he would get that call. You get a round of applause too, Josh.

[Applause]

When Josh Wallack would get the call – the Department of Education – that we have to have 53,000 kids in pre-K by September 4th, he didn’t say, well, let me go check with, you know, different boards and different layers of bureaucracy, and let me get my forms signed and triplicate. He said, I got it, and that’s what mayoral control of education allowed us to do to forcefully move this agenda. 

So, we’re very proud of what we’ve done here. It’s one of the prime ways we address inequality. It’s one of the prime ways we open up opportunity. We are enthusiastic to work with our colleagues around the country to help build their efforts, and to show them what works, and to show them the areas that we’re learning from, and to learn from them. And we hope that what’s happened here can be a proof point that this should transcend all politics, it should transcend all geography. It shouldn’t matter what party you’re from or what state you’re from, it should be a national obligation to reach full-day pre-k for every child in this country so we can really move forward.

Thank you. 
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