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SUSAN FUHRMAN – CONVOCATION REMARKS, AFTERNOON MASTERS CEREMONY 2008   
Welcome to Convocation at Teachers College.
Of all the occasions in our incredibly packed and busy year, this is the most important – and the most joyous – because it’s the day when not only you, our graduates, but also we, the faculty, staff, alumni and friends of the College, can truly congratulate ourselves on a job well done. 
Please know that when I say “friends,” I include the parents, family, children, significant others, friends and all those who have partnered in the success of our graduates!
Partnership is, in fact, very much at the center of what I want to talk about today.

In one of his great masterworks, Democracy and Education, John Dewey – perhaps the most iconic figure in Teachers College’s history – wrote:

“The learning in school should be continuous with that out of school. There should be a free interplay between the two. This is possible only when there are numerous points of contact between the social interests of the one and the other.” And he added that “to maintain capacity for such education is the essence of morals. For conscious life is a continual beginning afresh.”  

I understand Dewey to mean that learning occurs through partnership with the world – that it must be derived by engaging with life in all its venues, including in and beyond the classroom, and that it must have meaning and application that is equally broad. And that is a very rigorous standard indeed – both intellectually, because it entails an effort that goes far beyond conducting research by reading books in a library, and morally, as Dewey says, because, by definition, it requires a commitment to other people. 
It also is a standard that has had profound implications -- for American education, for Teachers College, and for every single one of you graduating here today. 
On the most basic and immediate level – that of the interaction between teacher and student -- Dewey’s ideas ushered in what we have come to know, in the best sense, as the modern classroom. Learning is achieved by doing; students are at first guided – and then, as time goes on, given the tools to guide themselves – in a process of inquiry that invests them in finding answers by prompting them to pose questions. Assignments pair analytic thinking with hands-on discovery, and the school itself becomes not merely a place to go to in order to learn but instead a base of operations from which to explore the world.

With those ideas, Dewey also set the course for how schools of education must function. For if young children in classrooms must engage the world, it follows that professors and researchers in education schools must do the same, albeit on a grander scale. 
Thus from its earliest years, Teachers College chose to define “education” in the broadest sense, focusing not only on  the preparation of teachers and principals, but also on fields that range from nursing education and nutrition to psychology, public health and the arts.

And thus even a cursory look back at some our most outstanding thinkers reveals that their ideas were conceived for application in the real world and have in fact enabled practitioners and policymakers across a range of fields to better the lives of millions of people. These include: 
· James Russell, who founded the discipline of comparative education;  
· E.L. Thorndike: whose application of the scientific method to education research launched the field of standardized testing;

· Isabel Maitland Stewart: who pioneered in the early development of nursing curricula in this country, writing some of the first comprehensive texts and developing the research dimension of the field;
· Mary Rose Swartz: who established the first true university department of nutrition in the country, and wrote the field’s first foundation teaching text;
And many more. We continue to build on their efforts. Indeed, I believe that if there is a single thread that links the full breadth of our current activities at TC, it is the notion of serving as education partners to the world – locally, nationally and internationally.   
On the local level, we have been laying the groundwork to partner more closely with New York City public schools by coordinating our many existing outreach programs so that the whole is truly greater than the sum of its parts. This effort will include serving as the central resource hub for a group of partnership schools and, ultimately, the creation of our own pre-K through 8 public school in collaboration with the city, the United Federation of Teachers and Columbia.
The goal here is two-fold. First, an institution that seeks to have a major impact on education nationally and internationally must by definition begin in its own back yard – particularly when that back yard is the nation’s largest, most complex and most diverse public school system. That is both our obligation and our proving ground. But second, and equally important, we cannot offer our own students here the best curricula, the best field experiences and the best understanding of the profession they will soon enter if we are not constantly absorbing new information from the communities, schools, principals, teachers and students they will serve. This notion was at the heart of how TC operated in its early years, and I believe very strongly that it must be our guiding principle once more.

On the national level, we continue to inform policymakers and education leaders through our research and policy studies. Our output during this past year alone provided valuable new information on literacy, formative assessment methods for teachers, the strengths and deficiencies of pre-K education nationwide, strategies for boosting the effectiveness of community colleges and the impact of new judicial rulings on the future of educational equity. The relevance of this work, particularly in a watershed presidential election year, is enormous. Quite simply, the research being conducted here, by our faculty and students, will help set the direction for U.S. education for years to come. 
And on the international level, we are developing initiatives in a range of countries including Jordan, India, South Africa, Tanzania, Iceland, Bolivia, Ghana, Cambodia, Japan and China.  I consider this work to be every bit as important as what we do inside the U.S., for there can be no doubt that in this age of a linked international economy, worldwide environmental danger and other major challenges, education is the global issue and perhaps the most important form of global currency.
I said earlier that Dewey’s notion of an education that engages with the surrounding world has had profound implications for all of you who are graduating today, as well.
Whether you articulated it to yourself this way or not, I believe that that was the idea that brought you to Teachers College. You came because you wanted to engage the world – and even more, because you wanted to change it.  That, more than anything else, is what you all have in common. 

In other ways, of course, you are a hugely and wonderfully diverse group.

Our master’s degree recipients today and this evening – all 1,900-plus of them -- come from 38 states, the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, and from 56 other countries -- nations as different and far-flung as Macedonia, Azerbaijan, Ghana, Singapore, Argentina, Bangladesh and Iceland. 

The youngest of our graduates is 21, the oldest is 78.
The careers you are embarking upon – and the potential scope of the impact they will have upon human life and well-being – is enormous. You are the people who are going to educate future generations of nurses; run clinical research trials; develop new strategies for engaging students in the ever more challenging fields of science and mathematics; create and implement new technologies for teaching and learning; lead schools and universities; explore the connections between socioeconomic status and learning; quantify economic returns on social investments; and much more.
And not only will you do all these things, but because you are exceptional people coming from an exceptional institution, you will help set the standard in each of your various professions for many years to come.
Your personal stories -- of why, specifically, you came to TC, what you have done here, and where you are going next – are an amazing testimony to your desire to engage and change the world. I’d like to share two of those stories with you right now. 
We often talk of education as the ultimate tool that empowers – particularly in modern society. Patricia Lopez, who is receiving her master’s in health education through the Health and Behavior Studies Department, is a shining example of that idea.

Patricia came to the U.S. from Argentina when she was six years old. She always knew she wanted an education, but the path was not easy one. As a single mother, raising a young daughter, it took her 10 years to complete her undergraduate degree at Hunter College. 

The jobs she held, like tending bar, were only about paying the bills.  
That changed when, armed with her Hunter degree, she began working at the Children’s Aid Society, helping low-come families find low-cost health insurance. But then, Patricia lost her mother and two aunts to breast cancer. 

It was a terrible time for Patricia, but also the moment when her future seemed to map itself.

“It all came together for me,” she says. “I thought to myself, ‘finding health insurance for people is great, but what about prevention?’”

She developed an interest in nutrition, and even thought about enrolling in TC’s nutrition program, but she felt she didn’t have the grades – and she knew she didn’t have the money.

And then a friend who knew the College told her about a study getting underway here under the direction of Professor Chuck Basch. The study’s goal was to see whether health education conducted over the telephone would prompt low-income patients at risk for diabetic retinopathy to more regularly request and attend dilated eye exams.

Patricia was hired to recruit and enroll patients in the study. At first she worked just eight hours a week, but when her hours increased, she was able to receive tuition exemption credits. Soon she was working full-time, and she matriculated as a degree-candidate student.

In her very first class at TC – Determinants of Health, taught by Ray Marks – Patricia was asked to work on a group power-point presentation of “change theory” – one way that public health specialists conceptualize the thought process patients go through in modifying behaviors around eating, exercise, compliance with therapy and other health strategies.
Patricia was terrified at the challenge, she says. The only thing that saved her was her own determination and desire to get all she could from the material she was learning.

Or as Patricia herself says: “I always look for a personal connection in my studies, because that brings passion into it for me. I realized that since my mom had passed, I was overweight, living a very unhealthy life style, and that my own risks of breast cancer were through the roof.”

Patricia gave her presentation, and it was so powerful and moving – and well thought out – that she got an A plus. Perhaps even more important, Professor Marks told her: “I can see you doing this in a bigger way – applying your stories and making it impactful for other people.”

Patricia has done just that for the past two years while working on Dr. Basch’s study. She has counseled patients on the phone and come to understand that while ignorance is a huge and important barrier, many low-income patients simply feel unable to make personal health a priority because it is all they can do to pay bills and take care of children or ailing relatives. She has enrolled physicians in a special arm of the study that focuses on doctor awareness, and not only became more confident in dealing with these figures of authority and expertise, but came to understand the dynamics of insurance companies, law suit risks and other dynamics that drive the medical world.  
And now comes the really wonderful part. Patricia knew she wanted to stay at TC and pursue a doctorate in health education. She was accepted to the program – but again, tuition was a problem. And then just recently a new job opportunity arose: a position as coordinator for a study at Columbia of disparities in care and health between Caucasian and African American women being treated for breast cancer.

In her new role, Patricia is managing all the day-to-day aspects of the study, working with three other sites, surveying patients at different stages of treatment, coordinating data. The stories she encounters every day are eye-opening, moving – and, of course, they resonate with her own past. One woman she spoke to told her that her husband had left her after she was diagnosed with breast cancer; that she has been denied insurance; that she has nowhere to turn. 
“It’s very humbling for me to do this work,” Patricia says. “It’s difficult, but I also feel that I’m blessed. I don’t think it’s because of me that I’m able to do this. My strength comes from elsewhere.”

Wherever it comes from, Patricia, the patients who come in contact with you are blessed, as well. May you continue to share your strength, your experience and your understanding with all who need them.

Aygul Kabaca [“EYE–gul Ka-BAH-ca”], who is receiving her master’s degree in anthropology and education, has known since her childhood growing up in Sweden that she wanted to help others – especially, she says, “those in crisis, who needed help living, and living with dignity.”  
But where others she knew wanted to work at home, in their own communities, Aygul dreamed of helping people in far off places – sub-Saharan Africa and Asia – even long before she knew where to look on a map.
She’s not entirely sure where that desire comes from, but one reason, she allows, may be the fact that she is product of two cultures and two religions. Aygul’s mother is Swedish and was raised a Christian, though today, Aygul says, her strongest belief is in science. Her father, who came to Sweden in the 1960s, is Turkish and a practicing Muslim. 

“Growing up in a very heterogeneous middle-class suburb of Stockholm, and being the only dark-haired girl and having a strange name, I got used to everyone knowing who I was,” she says. “I never had any issues with my identity, in terms of bullying or anything. But I’ve often had to explain who I am. Because in Sweden, I’m seen as exotic and Turkish; in Turkey I’m seen as Western; in the U.S., I have an accent, and it’s not Swedish; and in the U.K., I’m an American.”

Today, Aygul is still pursuing the same dream, hoping to work for an NGO that does humanitarian work around education. At TC, where she came on a Fulbright scholarship, Aygul says she has learned a lot about how to make her dream a reality. 
“In this field, it’s very much about networking with people – you need connections to do as much good as you can, whereas in other fields, maybe it’s purely about your credentials on paper,” she says. 
Certainly her classes have helped. In one course on emergency education, with Rebecca Winthrop,  Aygul and her fellow students worked with a real USAID proposal to build schools for girls in Afghanistan. And this past summer, through TC’s campus in Tokyo, Rebecca was part of a small group of students who spent several weeks in a remote village in the northeast of Cambodia, assessing the success of a CARE International program aimed at helping the area make progress toward the U.N.’s Millennium Goals for education.

Even for Aygul, who has traveled in impoverished areas of India and Africa, this was demanding work. It was the rainy season; the village, which consisted of four streets and a market, was inundated with mud and malarial flies, and there were no roads.  But Aygul loved it because, as she says, “for the first time, I wasn’t just a tourist, though I’m sure the villagers saw us that way. We lived as part of the community.”
It might seem surprising, then, that someone who has ranged as far afield as Aygul attaches equal importance to her work this past year in the TC Student Senate. Aygul, who chaired the Student Life Committee, is particularly proud of the Senate’s work to create new social spaces on campus.

“There hasn’t really been a space at TC before where students could just hang out,” she says. “We wanted to create something, especially for commuter students, who don’t want to go home in between or right  after classes, and don’t want to spend money at a bar or restaurant, either.” 

That might seem like a fairly routine order of business for a student governing organization, but the desire to build a greater sense of internal community has been front and center at TC this year. At the same time, we have a growing number of international students like Aygul for whom the ability to connect with their peers while they are here is especially important. 

Eventually Aygul and her fellow Senators identified Everett Lounge – a beautiful room in TC’s Zankel Hall that, since its restoration, has been kept as a pristine study area-as a space that could be used in this way. As she says, all the details have not been fully ironed out, but through a very productive series of dialogues between the Senate and the Administration, it’s clear that Everett will be a student social space from here on out. 

Aygul currently is waiting to see if one of several employment opportunities materializes that would allow her to extend her visa and stay in the U.S. Here’s hoping that one does. But regardless of how that turns out, Aygul, we know that you will carry yourself as a citizen of the world – a person who will mix, grow and contribute wherever you go. We wish you the very best of luck. 
Well, I could tell other stories, but you get the idea. We have great students here, and they are going to be – and in many cases, already are -- great professionals. In fact, one of the very lovely things about a school of education is that when we say to farewell to our students, we immediately greet them as colleagues – partners in the grand endeavor for which they have been preparing. 

But graduates, as you leave now, I’d like to bring to your attention two examples of technology that will help preserve your TC ties even more closely.
The first, in case you’re unaware of it, is your TC email account. It’s yours to keep, and we hope that it remains a valuable tool for you to stay connected to your classmates, your professors and the extended TC community.
The second is a more recent innovation. Just recently, the College began posting podcasts of lectures, symposia, roundtables, classes, special events and more on i-Tunes University, Apple’s virtual store. On your chairs today, if you haven’t already noticed, is a card on which is printed the site address for TC’s content on i-Tunes. Accessing it is free, and if you sign up for a subscription – which is also free – you will receive automatic updates informing you each time that new content is added.

So you see, carrying TC with you wherever you go no longer has to be just a metaphor. We can be right there on your Ipod or MP3 player, whenever you want us.

Graduates – and I know that you will not have full rights to  that term until after the ceremony at Columbia tomorrow – graduates, we are enormously proud of you. Go forth, engage, change the world, and make us prouder still.
Thank you very much. 

And now we have come to the moment in these proceedings when we present the Teachers College Medal for Distinguished Service – the highest honor the College bestows. It is given to those who, through a lifetime of work, have advanced the cause of education and sought to realize TC’s core values of creating excellence and equity in the fields we serve. The Distinguished Service Medal has been given in past years to Archbiship Desmond Tutu; Coretta Scott King; Senator George Mitchell; Congressman Charles Rangel; Pete Seeger; Tom Sobol, Lee Shulman, and many others. 
Our medalists this year – David Paterson, Governor of New York, who is receiving the medal here this afternoon; Randi Weingarten, President of the United Federation of Teachers, who will receive the medal at this evening’s ceremony; and Gloria Ladson Billings, Kellner Family Professor in Urban Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, who will receive it at tomorrow’s doctoral ceremony -- clearly belong in this select company.   
As many of you already know, Governor Paterson was hospitalized this morning with severe migraine, and while he is resting comfortably, he could not join us today.  I’m especially disappointed because it’s his birthday – we send him our best wishes.
However, we are extremely fortunate that State Attorney General Andrew Cuomo is here to accept the award on behalf of Governor Paterson.

It is now my very great pleasure to call on Provost and Dean Thomas James to make the award. Tom, will you come to the podium please?  
Thank you.  
