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Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you, everyone. And thank you, Cheryl. Cheryl, thank you for all you’re doing for us today, but also for all you do for New York City, and congratulations on your new show. Let’s give Cheryl a big round of applause for that. 

[Applause]

Well, this is a gathering every year I look forward to because I think by celebrating Hometown Heroes, we right a wrong. I think there is a lack of understanding in too many places of the role that our educators play and how central it is to everything that we do in our society and everything about our future. And we don't celebrate our educators enough – it’s the bottom line – in our culture, in our media, in all we do. We just don’t focus on the work they do, how important it is, how difficult it is. So, this is one of the occasions where we put things back in balance and recognize the amazing work that happens every day. And I always say, good news doesn’t travel as fast or as far as bad news, but here is where we celebrate the good news, here’s where we focus on the people who are doing this work, and we say thank you, because it’s truly extraordinary. 

I want to thank everyone who is here for being a part of this. I want to particularly thank our Chancellor. She is a Hometown Hero to me for all she has done for our children. Let’s give Chancellor Fariña a big round of applause. 

[Applause]

And colleagues in public life who do so much – I want to thank the Chancellor of CUNY. He’s been an outstanding partner. James Milliken, thank you for all you do at CUNY. 

[Applause]

And a man I’ve been working with now for the last few years on he ThriveNYC initiative, lead by my wife Chirlane, and I know he’s here in his responsibility as a husband today for a joyous occasion. But I want to thank our Executive Deputy Commissioner for Health Gary Belkin, for all he does for this city.

[Applause]

And also to note – partnership is what makes so much happen. Again, it is unsung a lot of the time, but partnership is what makes so much happen in our public schools and I consider two key partners, and two important friend in this work to be Michael Mulgrew, of the UFT, and Mark Cannizzaro, CSA. Thank you both for all you do. 

And a thank you to the Editor in Chief of the Daily News, Arthur Browne. I know this is also a labor of love for you, this ceremony and all it means. Thank you, Arthur, for all you do. 

[Applause]

Let me just say very quickly, I had a special privilege early on, first and foremost, to be a public school parent in this city and to see the experiences that Chiara and Dante had, and I just have to tell you – one good and devoted teacher after another who helped my children to be everything they wanted to be in life and brought out everything they had, and it was a joyous experience. But I also – very early on, we used to have community school boards, and I was elected to a school board back in 1999, and I went though school all over Brooklyn, and I saw the level of commitment, and I saw how unsung it often was, and it gave me a perspective that if you go into education, you are not doing it for the glory, right? You’re not doing it because it’s easy. You’re not doing it because, again, society values educators enough at this point – that’s something I hope we will continue to change. If you go into education, you’re doing it out of love of children and a belief that you can help shape their future. 

I’ve also had that experience, which I think a lot of you have probably had when you talk to someone who – it doesn’t matter if they are 20, or they’re 60, or they’re 80 – they talk about that one teacher who turned their life in a different direction, and a reverence comes into their voice when they talk about that one teacher or that one principal who put everything on a different path for them. I think that’s also something we celebrate today, and it is something we have to foster in each generations by continuing to help our educators to do their work. And I’ve got to tell you,  again, it doesn’t get headlines – things like putting more resources into professional development doesn’t get a lot of headlines. Making sure that our educators have a closer working relationship with parents by talking to them more often through our Community Schools initiatives, things that bring parents and teachers together in strategic unison – doesn’t get a lot of headlines, but these are the kind of things that I believe help our educators be more effective, to feel more fulfilled, to stay with us, because we want – we have so many good educators in New York City – we want them to be with us for the long haul. So, we’re investing through the Equity and Excellence initiative in the kinds of things that I believe will make this work more fulfilling and more lasting for so many educators. 

Well, now I have an opportunity to bring up someone who really has done just something outstanding, and this is one of these stories I want every New Yorker to hear about, because, again, there’s a lot of misunderstanding out there. There’s a lot of misunderstanding about our young people and their potential. There’s a lot of misunderstanding about what a teacher can achieve when they are motivated and they are focused on reaching every young person. And there’s certainly a lot of misunderstanding about young people who unfortunately end up on the wrong side of the law at some point in their life. But I always tell people we call it the Department of Correction for a reason. We believe in redemption. We believe that even those who have made mistakes can be brought back and put on the right path. And we’ve got to do more to help show people that, that really does happen. Well, this story I'm going to tell you brings all those points together – that young people can be redeemed and put on a right path, that amazing things are happening through our educators, that there is a lot of hope in the generation coming up. You’re going to see all of that combined in the story of Carmen Morales. 

And Carmen has been teaching now for 30 years overall, which is an extraordinary commitment to begin with, and I admire her for that, but she has spent the past 25 years in one of the most challenging positions in all of our school system – at the East River Academy, which is the school on Rikers Island. And Carmen not only has to educate her students, she has to prepare them to go back into mainstream society, and succeed, and never see the inside of a jail again in their lives. 

Now, let’s face it, these are kids who are at a really tough point. Things have not worked for them. They have hit rockbottom. And you could argue, this might be one of the toughest groups of young people to reach. So, Carmen decides to make this her calling and to reach these young people, no matter how tough it is, and never to give up on them. And, you know what? When someone won’t give up on you, it communicates something. Because Carmen won’t give up on them, they don’t give up on themselves. And I can only imagine how many young people, how many lives were changed, how many ripples were sent out because of her work, because it’s not just each young person that she taught and helped turn around, but then everything that they bring back to their families and their communities to show that change can happen. So, this is absolutely incredible. 

Now, here are some statistics that I think you will deeply appreciate. So, thanks to Carmen’s relentless efforts, last year, 98 percent of her students passed the high school equivalency exam. And that means they are back on track, they have a chance to find a job, they have a chance to continue their education. The mistakes they made are being redeemed and turned around. But you could just leave the story there and you could say, well, Carmen’s amazing – that’s it – but Carmen wasn’t done. She surpassed even her own expectations in the last year. She decided it was time to start the school’s first-ever SAT prep course. So, you could say, okay, that’s noble, but is it going to work? Well, guess what? 17 kids took the SAT prep course and already three of them have gotten into college. 

[Applause]

So, Carmen, if ever I’ve heard of someone that deserves to be called a Hometown Hero, it’s you. Come on up, Carmen. 

[Applause]

Carmen, I just want to say to you, I have the honor of representing 8.5 million New Yorkers, and on behalf of all of them, I present you with the Hometown Hero award. You have earned it, my sister. Well done. 

[Applause]
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