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SUSAN FUHRMAN – CONVOCATION REMARKS, DOCTORAL 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. 
It’s a particular thrill for me to participate in the hooding of our doctoral students, because when I received my doctorate at TC, we didn’t have a hooding ceremony. And I’ve always thought that hooding was a particularly powerful image of joining the full-fledged ranks of academia. 

It’s also a joy for me to see the number of children in evidence here today, because by the time I earned my TC degree, I had three of my own. And that is so very much a part of the doctoral student’s life, particularly at TC, where children and families are both partners to and subjects for our work.

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, terrorism 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 receiving degrees this week, 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.

Here is just a sampling of your dissertation titles:

The History of Liberal Arts Mathematics

The Effects of In-Person and Computer-based Training on the Knowledge and Skills of Paraprofessionals Employed in Special Education Settings

Systemic Hemodynamics and Cerebral Blood Flow in Persons with Tetraplegia

The Hebrew Language Needs of Rabbinical Students in the Conservative Movement

Success is a Journey: An Exploration of Curriculum and School Influences on the Work Aspirations, Skills, Decisions, and Destinations of Ghanian Senior Secondary School Alumni

Bridging the Achievement Gap: Learning from Three Charter Schools

Rethinking Harmonization in the Commonwealth Caribbean: Audiences, Actors, Interests and Educational Policy Reformation

Lived Experiences of Korean Gifted Education Teachers: A Collective Qualitative Case Study

Musical Successes and Challenges: The Impact of a Keyboard Lab Program on Public Schools, Music Teachers and Students

The Abbott Ruling in New Jersey: Did Anyone Ask the Teachers?

The Relationship of Marital Status and Fatherhood to Depressive Symptoms in Men

The Etiology and Clinical Significance of Poor Insight in Schizophrenia

Fourth Graders’ Comprehension of History Themes

Parental Engagement: Beyond Parental Involvement in Science Education

And – my personal favorite – The Labor of Learning: A Study of the Role of Pain in Education.

Clearly the interests of our graduating doctoral students are far-ranging and profound. I’d like to say a bit more about two of them and their work.

Pam Ginex [“jen-NEX”], who is receiving her Ed. D. in nursing education, embodies the idea of a connection between research and practice.

For the past nine years, Pam has worked as a research nurse for the thoracic surgery service at Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. Most of her patients have cancer of the lung or esophagus – and the cause, in the vast majority of cases, is cigarette smoking.

For her doctoral thesis at TC, Pam has performed a secondary analysis of data from a study of smoking cessation by Professor Kathleen O’Connell. Her focus was on the invasive thoughts – the images of cigarettes, the urges that become articulated in the mind – that assail smokers when they try to quit. Understanding the patterns of when these thoughts arise, how and why patients resist or succumb to them, and which patients persevere, is essential, because it enhances caregivers’ ability to guide smokers through the process of quitting – particularly during the first few weeks, which is the make-or-break period when most relapses occur.

Or as Pam says, “When you work with lung cancer patients, you understand that smoking definitely is an addiction, and how difficult it is to quit. People do it, but they need help, using both pharmacologic and behavior therapies.”

In April, Pam won second place among doctoral students for a poster presentation based on her dissertation at the Eastern Nursing Research Society Convention. She modestly credits both Professor O’Connell and Professor Lawrence DiCarlo, her statistics professor, for much of her success. But the lion’s share of the credit belongs squarely with Pam, who not only completed her work while continuing with her job at Sloan-Kettering, but has also been raising twin sons, Nicholas and Joey, for the past three years. The boys were born nine weeks prematurely, right after Pam took her comps, and she took time off from school at that point to focus entirely on them until they were out of the hospital and had caught up in size. Today, she’s happy to report, they are “almost three, running around, talking, playing, and you’d never know they were born early.”

Pam says TC has been a great experience for her, partly because, as a research nurse who had coordinated studies, she got her a first crack at analyzing and interpreting data. 

But her ultimate goal is to teach, and she puts equal value on the classes she took here in higher education with Anna Neumann and Stephen Brookfield. 

“I liked being in classes with people from all different disciplines – folks who are going to be teaching history, art and education,” she says. “We all had our own areas of expertise, and we all learned from one another.”

Pam, it sounds as though you learned a tremendous amount – and that you will have much to teach in the years ahead. Congratulations.

If the name “Ted Kesler” sounds familiar to you, it might be because, in 1996, you spent a year reading in the New York Times about Ted’s efforts to prepare his third-grade students for the city’s first standardized tests in English Language Arts. 

Ted’s journey from that moment to this is both a compelling personal odyssey and a story that reflects, in microcosm, the educational currents and counter-currents of our times. It also illustrates, especially well, the interplay between theory and practice, and why ultimately the two are and must be connected.

But to really understand what Ted is all about, you have to go back further, to when he was 11, and his mother died after a long illness.

“It was the end of childhood for me,” Ted says. “School couldn’t connect with me – I was left on my own to navigate my emotional turmoil. As I became an adult, it helped give me an awareness that there are so many children out there with difficult lives – and it enabled me to put myself in their shoes.”

When Ted finished his undergraduate work at Columbia, he taught math for two years in the South Bronx through a special citywide program. It was a great experience, but it left him hungering for more knowledge of pedagogy and how to run a classroom, and so he applied and was accepted to TC. 

Here he was influenced by Miriam Westheimer, Fran Schoonmaker, Lin Goodwin and others who believed in the value of an integrated curriculum – or, as Ted puts it, that the best learning defies categorization by traditional academic subjects.

Ted put that idea to work in his own classroom, leading first graders in a study of garbage. He connected the topic to environmentalism – the kids spent time working with the recycling organization We Can; to art (they visited the Whitney Museum to look at Calder sculptures made from recycled objects, and then made their own); to archeology (they explored the school’s trash cans to understand what people throw out and why); and to other cultures (they watched documentary footage of children in African countries making their own toys).

Then came the city’s mandate that all third graders must read on their own by the end of the school year, and the series by the New York Times.  In essence, the series was asking the question that would become the focus of Ted’s dissertation some years later: How was the pressure to prepare kids for the testing affecting classroom instruction?

For Ted, who had taken a course with Tom Sobol at TC on “defining moments,” it was definitely a defining moment. His actions were being scrutinized nationwide and debated in the editorial pages of the Times. It left him convinced, first of all, that as a teacher, his job was to “protect kids from the demands of the tests so that they can breathe – and to proceed with inquiry, engagement and everything you believe really connects with kids’ lives and motivates them to learn.”

It also made him understand that as a teacher, he was playing out educational theories and public policies whether he knew them or not – and he decided that he wanted to know them. So he returned to TC as a doctoral student, taking a job with Lucy Calkins and the TC Reading and Writing Project. He turned down an offer of full tuition from Harvard because he was worried about losing touch with the practical realities of teaching, and he believed that his work at the Project would afford him the best opportunity to ground his research in schools.  

He wrote his dissertation on the impact of the federal No Child Left Behind Act on literacy instruction in two New York City public schools. And he took courses with his advisor, Marjorie Siegel; with early childhood expert Lynn Kagan; and with others who gave him the grounding in theory that he craved.

Now, as he receives his doctorate, Ted already is employed as an assistant professor at Queens College, in the Department of Elementary Education and Early Childhood. He has chosen a career in higher education out of a continuing desire to focus on the bigger educational picture. But his focus, as his departmental affiliation makes clear, is still very much on young children. 

“I want to help engage kids in school by getting them to understand that knowledge is power,” Ted says. “That truth isn’t something you merely receive, but instead is something you can help define for yourself, even as you define who you are. And I want them to see that they don’t need to wait until they get their doctoral degrees to do that. I want them to see that education is going to give them a voice in the world.”

Bravo, Ted – and may your own voice continue to be as strong and as questioning and as present in education as you have made it throughout your career.

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 educators, researchers and policymakers. 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 I-pod or MP3 player, whenever you want us.

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 Archbishop Desmond Tutu; Coretta Scott King; Senator George Mitchell; Congressman Charles Rangel; Pete Seeger; Tom Sobol, Lee Shulman, and many others. 
Our medalists this year - are New York Governor David Paterson, on who’s behalf, NY State Attorney General Andrew Cuomo, received the medal at yesterday’s afternoon ceremony; Randi Weingarten, President of the United Federation of Teachers, who received the medal at yesterday’s evening ceremony; and Gloria Ladson Billings, Kellner Family Professor in Urban Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, who will receive it here now -- clearly belong in this select company.   
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.  

