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IMPROVING PUBLIC EDUCATION:

A 21ST CENTURY IMPERATIVE

FOR BISHOP SIMEON B. HALL

Hello Everyone.  It is my privilege to speak with all of you today concerning a subject that is at the forefront of the news as well as at the forefront of our commitment to the citizens of this country.  Today I am going to discuss the urgency for improving public education and it is not only a 21st century imperative, it must be a PRIORITY.  While I am sure that we all acknowledge that ignorance really only breeds further ignorance, we have also all heard that KNOWLEDGE IS POWER.  Education is the backbone of any society, and in the Bahamas, 75% of schools are public.  We owe it to our constituents, who are our family, friends and neighbors, to provide the best and most comprehensive education possible.  It is no longer “okay” to turn our cheek even though we are aware that the children of our country are being shortchanged by not having the best possible education.

In less than 2 weeks, we will be celebrating the 36th anniversary of Bahamian independence.  July 10, 1973 was the day we became an independent nation-state.  That was over a generation ago.  Many of us were children back then, and many of us are grandparents now.  The demands of contemporary life are light years different than they were back then, and it is our duty to make sure our children are prepared for the economic, technological, emotional and intellectual challenges that face all of us in this day and age.

Statistics tell us that in the Bahamas, we have almost a 96% literacy rate.  That sounds fairly impressive, doesn’t it?  Well, I will give you some more information.  According to the United Nations Development Program, in their Human Development Report of 2007/2008, where they ranked the literacy rate of 177 countries throughout the world, the Bahamas came in 63rd place.  There were 62 countries that ranked as having more literacy per capita documented.  By the way, can anyone guess which country had the highest literacy rate in that survey?  It may shock you, but at the top of the list was CUBA, with a rate of 99.8%.  Isn’t that amazing?  But it’s not all bad news.  The GOOD NEWS is that we citizens of this beautiful land, and especially those for whom the responsibility of the well being of the populace is a given, have a TREMENDOUS GROWTH OPPORTUNITY.  And as far as I am concerned, and I certainly intend that all of you agree, because after all, who could possibly NOT want success for our children, this minute, RIGHT NOW, is THE MOMENT that we can begin our mission to improve education for all citizens of the Bahamas.

Well, most of you might ask, what can we possibly do to improve the public education system?  Our hands are tied, budget cuts are threatened, how do we make it work?  There are a number of things that can be done to improve our public education system.  I am doing one of them right now.  Here are a few points to consider while improving our system:

· BRING THE ISSUE TO CONSCIOUSNESS

· As I have just said to all of you, I am demonstrating the first point on the list.  Bring the issue up to consciousness.  Speak about the issues with the intent of having a positive impact on the system. Remember when YOU were a student.  What worked?  What didn’t?  What inspired you?  Just by virtue of the fact that you are sitting in this room, it shows us that you have demonstrated accountability for education in this country.  This country is small, but it is proud.  And we have a high profile in many world-class industries.  It is time to reconsider our commitment to the education system and to the perpetuation of the best of Bahamian life.

· IN ORDER TO BE INTERESTING, BE INTERESTED

· It is no longer “enough” to teach by rote.  We cannot just “bring out the textbook and begin to recite.”  Of course the fundamentals of education won’t change much, but our approach to education must be in line with all of the stimulation our youth is bombarded with on a regular basis.  Someone once said, if you want to be interesting, be interested.”  We must create methods that inspire the teachers who will then in turn be inspired to maintain the interest of the students. Of course we all know there are both advantages and disadvantages of living in the most techno-savvy times yet.  But the advantage of that is that teachers themselves can learn more and new ways of inspiring their classes.  Infinite knowledge is really only a mouse click away.

· SUPPORT THE TEACHERS IN OUR SYSTEM WITH POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT SO THAT THEY, IN TURN CAN SUPPORT THEIR STUDENTS

· Long gone are the tales of Charles Dickens and the struggles of orphans in novels by the Bronte sisters.  I am not saying that everything is rosy and no one is suffering or economically or socially challenged. Far from it!  I am very aware of all of the poverty that still exists in this nation, and as we all are, I am committed to the continuing minimization of the negative and the celebration of the positive.  It’s what gives us all hope.  And what we all know is that it costs no more to give someone a smile and an encouraging word than it would to be negative.  I said it before and I will say it again, a kind and sincere word goes a long way.  It has been clearly demonstrated that when a youngster is treated consistently with kindness, respect, compassion and affection, they develop a stronger and more positive sense of self.  Of course, this will obviously work to their advantage, and this country’s, as our youth is nurtured.  They are our future!  Encourage them with strong leadership and good example, and when one goes wrong, make sure the discipline comes from a place of caring and commitment.

· USE TECHNOLOGY TO EXPLORE AND CREATE VALUE FOR THE PUBLIC EDUCATION SYSTEM

· As I did my research for our talk today, I found several ideas by speaking to people and by using the Internet as a means for furthering MY education.  I read of programs and practices in the United States that might be wise to consider for the Bahamas.  I found some interesting information on the website for the news program 20/20. The article was titled, “Helping Teachers When Budgets Fall Short.”   Some of the ideas that I found that could be adapted to our needs are:

· There is an organization in the US called DonorsChoose.org.  This non-profit group is dedicated to uniting teachers with members of the private sector who want to support learning in the classroom.  Teachers make proposals for projects and detail what they would need.  This organization acts as a conduit between the classroom and the potential benefactor, creating funding for much needed projects.

· Another website dedicated to supporting the school system is called ILoveSchools.com .  This organization works with teachers who make wish lists of materials and supplies, and donors contribute as their budgets allow.

· Kidsinneed.net helps distribute gently used school supplies and computers to kids who really need them.

There are many other organizations and resources that have been created to help with alternative funding of school systems and projects.  These are only a few ideas of what people in other countries are doing to support and encourage their schools systems.  None of us is ever too old to learn and grow from these great ideas, or to adapt them to our needs.  I would even go so far as to say that if any of these organizations were contacted, we could probably get some great ideas to help strengthen the Bahamian public education infrastructure, through interesting, productive outreach programs.

· NEVER FORGET THE CHILDREN-THEY ARE OUR FUTURE.

· Most of all, in every meeting you attend, with every budget you review, with every proposal you put forth, and with every system you institute, remember to whom your purpose is dedicated.  We are here to educate our children, the FUTURE of this country.  As I said earlier, it is no longer okay to administer the rules and regulations of this department by rote.  In order to succeed in these times, we all need to be creative, resourceful and smart.  WE need to be educated before we can expect others to learn and know.  It is up to US to set the example for the youth of this country, and believe me, it is an uphill climb and sometimes it feels like that climb is just too steep to conquer.  But we must and we will.   By joining our collective forces and working together as a team, by putting politics aside and REMEMBERING THE CHILDREN, we can work on the IMPERATIVE and make it a REALITY.  All it takes is resourcefulness, integrity and a lot of HARD WORK.  

· We have made some impressive strides in the past 36 years.  Yes, our literacy skills HAVE improved over the course of our independence, and our lifespan has increased as well.  Hopefully, we are all going to live longer lives, so we’ll have more use for all of the renewed commitment to education!!  And we’ll also have more time to teach our children life’s valuable lessons.  In turn, we will have the privilege of raising the confidence and integrity of the youth of this nation, who, in turn, will inspire THEIR children!  I invite all of you to partake in a self-fulfilling, self-perpetuating, nurturing project, and that is IMPROVING PUBLIC EDUCATION.  Let’s all join forces and watch some positivity spread virally!!

I thank you all for your time.  I am eager to begin and do what I can to support this initiative.

Thanks you all!
