
1442

Oct. 28 / Administration of William J. Clinton, 1997

love and hope for their future that prevents
that sort of problem for them later on.

I want what is happening in Chicago to hap-
pen all over America. I challenge every school
district to adopt high standards, to abolish social
promotion, to move aggressively to help all stu-
dents make the grade through tutoring and sum-
mer school, and to hold schools accountable for
results, giving them the tools and the leadership
and the parental involvement to do the job.

Today I am directing the Department of Edu-
cation to share promising approaches to improv-
ing low-performing schools, such as those that
Chicago has developed, with people all across
America. And I’m directing the Department of
Education to strengthen its own efforts to help
districts use the Federal money that we have
now to transform schools that aren’t performing
into world-class learning centers.

There is nothing wrong with America that
can’t be fixed by what’s right with America. I
said that in my first Inaugural; I see it again
today. If you did it here, it can be done every-
where. If it’s happened to one child, it can hap-

pen to every child. What is working in Chicago
must blow like a wind of change into every
city and every school in America. We owe it
to our kids, and because you have done it,
you’ve given us the courage and the conviction
to believe we can do it for all of our children.

Thank you. Stay with it. God bless you.

NOTE: The President spoke at 9:34 a.m., in the
gymnasium. In his remarks, he referred to Evaline
Medina, fourth-grade student who introduced the
President, and her mother, Mary Medina; Maggie
Sullivan, sixth-grade teacher, and Robert Blitstein,
principal, Oscar Mayer Elementary School; Rep-
resentative Rod Blagojevich of Illinois; Mayor
Richard M. Daley of Chicago; Gery J. Chico,
president, reform board of trustees, Paul Vallas,
chief executive officer, and Cozette Buckney,
chief education officer, Chicago Public Schools;
Charles R. Bernardina, alderman, 43d ward; Pat-
rick J. O’Connor, alderman, 40th ward; Jesse C.
White, Jr., Cook County recorder of deeds; and
John Stroger, president, Cook County board of
commissioners.

Memorandum on Low-Performing Public Schools
October 28, 1997

Memorandum for the Secretary of Education

Subject: Turning Around Low-Performing Public
Schools

Since taking office in 1993, and with your
strong leadership, my Administration has pur-
sued a comprehensive effort to strengthen pub-
lic schools. We have worked to raise academic
standards, promote accountability, and provide
greater competition and choice within the public
schools, including support for a dramatic in-
crease in charter schools. Moreover, we have
worked to make the investments necessary to
improve teaching and learning in classrooms
across America, through efforts to keep our
schools safe and free of drugs; to provide stu-
dents who need it extra help to master the ba-
sics; to increase parental and community in-
volvement; to recruit, prepare, and provide con-
tinuing training to teachers and reward excel-
lence in teaching; and to make sure every school

has access to and can effectively use 21st cen-
tury technology.

This strategy is starting to produce results.
We know that all students can learn to high
standards, and that every school can succeed
if it has clear instructional goals and high expec-
tations for all of its students; if it creates a
safe, disciplined and orderly environment for
learning; helps parents be involved in their chil-
dren’s education; and uses proven instructional
practices. All schools must be given the re-
sources, tools, and flexibility to help every stu-
dent reach high standards.

Yet, no school improvement strategy can suc-
ceed without real accountability for results, as
measured by student achievement. Excellent
schools and schools that show significant im-
provement must be recognized and rewarded.
At the same time, schools that demonstrate per-
sistently poor academic performance—schools
that fail to make adequate progress in educating
all students to high standards—must be held
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accountable. No American child deserves to get
a second-class education. Instead, State and local
education officials must step in and redesign
failing schools, or close them down and reopen
them with new, more effective leadership and
staff.

A growing number of cities and States have
begun to take these steps. Cities such as Chi-
cago, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and New
York, and States such as Maryland and Kentucky
identify low-performing schools and take steps
to intervene if these schools fail to make
progress. These steps often include the imple-
mentation of school improvement plans—pro-
viding afterschool academic help to students,
strengthening training and assistance for school
staff, creating smaller and more personal set-
tings, such as schools-within-schools—and,
where necessary, reconstitution of the school
and replacement of the school principal and
other staff.

We must encourage and help more cities and
States to take up the challenge of turning
around low-performing schools and helping the
students they serve get back on the path to
achievement. We can do this by making widely
available information on what works and what
doesn’t, and by ensuring that Department of
Education resources are most productively used
for these purposes.

In order to accomplish this, I am directing
the Department of Education to take the fol-
lowing actions within 90 days:

1. Produce and Widely Disseminate Guide-
lines on Effective Approaches to Turning
Around Low-Performing Schools. There is
much of value to be shared from the expe-
riences of cities and States that already have
successfully intervened in low-performing
schools; from research and development on
effective school improvement practices; and
from business experience in managing high-
performance organizations and in turning
around low-performing companies. We
know of several promising models of re-
form, ranging from the New American
Schools designs to the Success for All pro-
gram. These lessons must be summarized
in clear and usable forms, and made widely

available to educators, parents, State and
local policymakers, business leaders, and
others working to improve public education.

2. Help Cities and States Use Existing Depart-
ment of Education Resources to Turn
Around Low-Performing Schools. First, De-
partment of Education programs should
help and encourage more cities and States
to develop and implement sound, com-
prehensive approaches to turn around low-
performing schools and help students in
them get a better education. The Depart-
ment should develop a plan to provide
technical assistance to cities and States
seeking to turn around failing schools. In
addition, the Department should inform cit-
ies and States of how they can use funds
from existing Department programs to sup-
port their objectives. Many programs, such
as Title I, Goals 2000, the Public Charter
Schools Program, and the 21st Century
Schools Program, are well suited for inter-
vening in failing schools, because they can
be used to provide extra help to students
during and after the school day; to support
high quality professional development for
teachers; and to plan and implement effec-
tive school reforms. The Department
should ensure that local school districts can
easily and effectively access Federal funds
from such programs and use them in an
integrated fashion to support comprehen-
sive efforts to improve low-performing
schools. Where there are statutory barriers
to accomplishing this purpose, such barriers
should be identified so we can work with
the Congress to change them.

Together, these initiatives can help local
school districts turn failing schools into success-
ful schools by improving teacher training,
strengthening instructional practices, overhauling
school management, and implementing
schoolwide reforms. They can provide students
who need it with extra help, during and after
school hours. And they can provide students
with additional choices within the public schools.

WILLIAM J. CLINTON
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