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President Fuhrman, the Honorable the Members of the Board, Honored Graduates, Honored Graduates’ Family and Friends, Distinguished Members of the Faculty, Members of the Teachers College Staff , Beloved Harriet, Sandy, and Maddie, and All Others Who May Be Present:


Good afternoon.  It is with much pride and some bewilderment that I accept your esteemed award.  Pride, because I hold this institution in great respect and affection; bewilderment, because I cannot yet quite believe that such an honor should come my way.


Coming as it does in the later reaches of my life, I interpret the award to be granted for life-time commitment rather than a single masterstroke inspired by genius.  That’s a good thing, because there has certainly been no masterstroke of genius here.  The best an education practitioner like me can aspire to is a long life of honest toil, sustained by affection for his students and respect for his colleagues.  These are matters about which I claim to have earned the right to speak.


Accordingly, what I propose to do in these brief remarks is to describe a few defining moments of my career and the lessons I have taken from them.  Then I shall do my best to help you find in my experience the implications for your life and work.  “Defining moments” entail key ethical decisions that, to use Dewey’s phrase, “form, reveal, and test the self.”  Here are three:
School Reform


In the late 1960’s and early 1970’s I served as Assistant Superintendent in Great Neck, and Superintendent of Schools in Scarsdale.  They were heady, tense times.  The nation was torn apart by cultural revolution and the Vietnam War.  Many students – largely in higher education, but in some high schools as well – organized against the war.  Demonstrations, marches, teach-ins and the occupying of administrative offices were common across the country.  By and large, the boards of education for which I worked were appalled by this behavior; they wanted order to be restored, especially in elementary and secondary schools.  Because of the positions I held and my relative youth, both the Boards and the students turned to me for help, each expecting that I would carry out their will.

You can see the pickle I was in.  As a young, with-it guy with his own social and political views, I felt myself to be on the side of the students.  But as an ambitious young administrator still seeking the approval of his employers, I knew that prudence argued otherwise.  For a while, I tried to play both roles, acting as a translator between two cultures.  But I soon discovered that things had gone too far for that.  “If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem,” went the mantra.  A time had come to choose.  Was I with the students, or the Boards?

I chose the students.


Working with teachers and students, we arranged to have student delegates to     the Boards of Education, sponsored teach-ins on controversial subjects, planned and carried out a “strike” in the high schools on the day after Kent State and Cambodia, and so on.  But our greatest accomplishment was to plan and see into operation two “alternative schools” – the Village School in Great Neck and the “Alternative School” in Scarsdale.  The schools were strikingly original in their mission, their organization, their curriculum and instruction, their staffing, and more, not the least of which was parent (and student) choice under the umbrella of the public schools.


We set out to create a program responsive to the political and social conditions of the time; instead we created models that still inspire some advocates of high school reform today.  The two schools are alive and active 35 and 36 years later.  Their longevity is a mark of pride to me and others who have been involved over the years.

Diversity

In 1987 I was appointed Commissioner of Education in New York State.  The appointment provoked cries of anger and alarm among minority people in the State, especially in the Legislature’s Black and Hispanic caucus.  How could this privileged white man, from Scarsdale yet, possibly know how to meet the educational needs of minority students? 

I began meeting with minority groups throughout the State, listening to people’s concerns and aspirations.  Soon a list of complaints became evident.  Among them was the charge that the State’s curriculum materials did not fully and faithfully tell the story of minority people in America.  I appointed a committee of minority people – a college president, three university professors, two superintendents of schools, a respected physician, the state chairperson of the NAACP, and other educators and child advocates - and asked them to review the material. Some months later I received their report, entitled “A Curriculum of Inclusion.”

The report was scathing.  The executive summary stated that:
African Americans, Asian Americans, Puerto Ricans/Latinos, and Native Americans have been the victims of an intellectual and educational oppression that has characterized the culture and institutions of the United States and the European American world for centuries….Task force members…found that the current New York State Education Department curriculum materials…are contributing to the miseducation of all young people through a systematic bias toward European culture and its derivatives.

Portions of the text were less measured, including the charge of racism.


The Education Commissioner’s office in Albany is large and ornate – beamed ceiling, tile fireplace, rich furnishings, oil paintings on the walls.  I had met with the co-chairs of the committee, and was now in my office with my chief two deputies. What were we to do with this report?  Should we submit it to the Board of Regents (and the press) at a public meeting?  Or should we thank the committee, and quietly bury the report in the files “at least for now”?

Skip, who was white, spoke first.  “You can’t do it,” he said.  “If that report gets out you will have to accept it or reject it, and we’ll be hearing from the Legislature forever.  You came up here with a new agenda for poor kids, and we’re making a good start.  This will kill the whole thing. We’ll never get the money we need from the Legislature. Tom, if you have any sense, put this distraction aside.” 

Sam, who was black, spoke next.  “Skip may be right.  I think he probably is.  But you know what, Tom? I never thought I’d be in a room like this, much less work there.  And here is a chance to speak the truth in policy-making circles. I may never again have a chance like this.  Tom, if you have any courage, accept the report in public and live with the consequences.”


I accepted the report and endorsed its chief conclusions.


Skip was right – all hell broke loose.  Over a period of months, perhaps longer, the national press, in its editorials as in its reporting, castigated us for Africanizing the curriculum, re-writing history to make minorities feel good, pandering to extremist black groups. Al Shanker devoted at least six of his columns to our folly.  The New Republic did a piece on “Sobol’s Planet.”  A New York Post editorial, “Sobol’s War on Western Values,” said “pronouncements from the office of State Commissioner of Education Thomas Sobol are beginning to sound more and more as if they were written by Angela Davis.”  Our credibility in the Legislature declined.  The Board of Regents, to whom I reported, was supportive but bruised.


There were new committees, and new undertakings.  Other issues clamored for attention.  In two or three years the focus was elsewhere.  Very few changes were made in the curriculum.  The initiative had failed.  


Some friends see it differently.  They believe that the public debate was informative, and had prepared the way for future ventures.


I think it may be so, but I am not sure. 
Equity and Access


In the early 1990’s while still serving as Commissioner,  I was sued by the Campaign for Fiscal Equity, a not-for-profit organization committed to changing the State’s aid for the benefit of poor children.  More specifically, the CFE argued that the State was failing to meet its constitutional duty to provide a sound, basic education to all children throughout the state.  My problem was that I agreed with the plaintiffs.

Throughout my years of service I had consistently argued that more of the wealth of the state should be devoted to the education of poor children.  I believed that many children were not receiving a sound, basic education (I helped to write the standards by which we defined such an education), and I affirmed the relationship between poverty and low school achievement.  How could I, as defendant at trial, suppress the principles I adhered to and deny the facts that I witnessed?


I explored the possibility of realigning my position at trial – I would testify for the plaintiffs, not the defendants. No way, said the State Attorney General:  the State believes it is the duty of State officers to uphold the State’s position in such matters.  Lawyers spent much time discussing the issue, from various perspectives.  Finally, I was excused from being a defendant and permitted to serve as an amicus curiae, a friend of the court.  I provided whatever information I could, but without compromising principles. 

The CFE won the case.  Additional billions of State aid to education will be spent across the state.  If the money is spent wisely and acccountably, it should do much good.


I take no credit for this decision.  The outcome would not have changed wherever I sat around the table.


But I feel clean. 
Synthesis


If this were a class session rather than a graduation ceremony, I would at this point ask you to tell us what you learned from these three scenarios, and how it applies to your own growth as an educational leader. But since our time is short, let me suggest a few points that you can test in the crucible of your own mind, later.
First, the scenarios confirm that defining moments do occur, and that they influence who you become and how you act in the years that follow.  We continuously create ourselves, not by artifice but by fidelity to the identity we espouse.

Second, not all defining moments are success stories.  Among the three stories I have told you, one is inconclusive and another is probably a failure.  But they continue to define and shape you, no matter what their immediate outcome.
Third, you don’t always know when a moment is defining.  The significance of a choice you make may not occur to you until you have had substantial time to reflect upon it and live with its results.  That was true for me in the early years of school reform.
Fourth, each of these moments called for a quantum of initiative.  They reflect a readiness to “step in” to one of life’s messes , rather than decide to let it flow by.

Fifth, each of these moments also called for a dollop of courage. If you will permit a saying from another age, “Faint heart never won fair lady.” 
Sixth, many issues may last for many years or even generations.  That is no excuse for failing to deal with them.  But it might help to understand, in doing the work of a lifetime, that it is not for one man alone to clear the forest.
Seventh , each of these scenarios has an important moral component that we would do well to address. But becoming moral does not mean becoming moralistic.  In my view, a priggish, judgmental, self-congratulating self-righteousness is the opposite of morality.  For me, ethics begin in humility and extend to caring.  They are not a pose to be struck but a style to be developed through long, difficult, real-world experience.


Which leads me to my last point.  The point is that ethics is not merely a mental exercise, a set of principles to be applied through moral reasoning; it is a quality of experience to be lived.  You cannot become ethical just by thinking; you must engage with other human beings.  Let me make the point more elegantly through a poem I like.


The poem is by a woman named May Sarton; I wish that I had written it.  

In Time Like Air

Consider the mysterious salt;

In water it must disappear.

It has no self.  It knows no fault.

Not even sight may apprehend it.

No one may gather it, or spend it.

It is dissolved, and everywhere.

But, out of water into air,

It must resolve into a presence, 

Precise and tangible and here.

Faultlessly pure, faultlessly white,

It crystallizes in our sight, 

And has defined itself to essence.

What element dissolves the soul

So it may be both found and lost,

In what suspended as a whole?

What is the element so blest

That there identity can rest

As salt in the clear water cast?

Love, in its early transformation,

And only love may so design it

That the self flows in pure sensation

Is all dissolved and found at last

Without a future or a past,

And a whole life suspended in it.

The faultless crystal of detachment 

Comes after, cannot be created

Without the first intense attachment.

Even the saints achieve this slowly;

For us, more human and less holy,

In time like air is essence stated.


Becoming moral, in my view, is the opposite of restraint and detachment.  It requires passionate engagement with other humans, “stepping in,” as Gilligan would say, to all of life’s confusion and heartbreak and messiness, and losing one’s self in something larger than one’s self before the self can be defined.  You are all on the way to becoming moral in this sense.  I urge you not to hold back from commitment.  You are the salt of the earth; you should savor life with your strength and your energy and your love.  As time passes your will define yourselves in ways that will be good, for you and for those you touch.  Remember what May Sarton says:
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