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As many of you know, this is my eighth and final California State PTA 
convention as your executive director. What an amazing journey it has 
been! I’ve had the chance to do pushups on the stage, and reach up and 
shake Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s hand. We’ve had the Governor, the 
Attorney General, the Chief Justice – all on our PTA stage. We’ve had 
amazing teachers of the year and professional dancers and student 
artists and even an astronaut. And we’ve passed some resolutions and 
we’ve all learned more about parliamentary procedure and – most 
importantly, together we’ve fought the good fights and we’ve positively 
impacted the lives of children and families. 
 
This morning I want to share with you just a few of the so many things I 
have learned along the way at PTA, especially during this past year. And 
I want to start by talking about PTA in the context of time.  
 
This timeline here shows the lifespan of the PTA. 
 

 At the far left, that’s when it all started in 1897 with Phoebe and 
Alice. 

 And see way over to the right, that little blip there?  That’s us, 
right now, at today’s third General Meeting of the 2015 
convention. 

 Here’s you, Madame President – and your term as state president 
(2013-15).  

 Here’s my time at California State PTA as your first executive 
director (2007-15). Just a short span actually, in the long life of 
this great organization.   

 
And just for more perspective:  
 

 Here are the years the Model T was in production (1908-27). 
 Here’s when the polio vaccine was discovered (1955). 
 And, okay, this is an important year (1966): This is when a certain 

someone was born in Montebello, CA – in 33rd District PTA; I’m a 
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little less than half as old as PTA.  (And yes, that is my actual baby 
photo – the same one I showed during my very first presentation 
to the PTA Board way back when.) 

 And here is Jerry Brown’s first term as Governor of California 
(1975-1982).   

 And here is Governor Brown 2.0 (2011-2018).  By the way, for 
those of you who know I love data: Here is a statistic: 32%.  By the 
time he completes his record fourth term, Mr. Brown will have 
been Governor for 32% of my life. 

 Here’s the length of when the entire Harry Potter series of books 
was published (1997-2007). I don't have anything else to say on 
this one – I just figured Harry Potter would get applause. 

 Finally, see this part here (2007-09)? This is when the great 
recession hit hardest. That’s when many of our families suffered 
and funding for our schools was decimated.  And PTA has fought 
relentlessly to get that funding restored and more – including for 
preschool – and as you well know, it hasn't been easy and there is 
still a long way to go. But as a state, we are finally climbing our 
way out of the deep, dark funding ditch…. 

 
I want to point out one last part on this timeline: See just these last two 
years here and into the near future? 
 
These are the most recent years of major changes to our public 
education system – changes we are still putting in place, changes that 
are historic like new standards, a new testing system, a new 
accountability system on the way, and of course the new local control 
funding system.   
 
Yes, Patty Scripter, THIS IS AN EXCITING TIME.  
 
It’s an almost unprecedented time in the evolution of California’s 
education system. Our state has taken on the mother of all remodeling 
projects. We’re tossing out those gaudy multiple choice bubble tests 
because they don't go with anything any more. We’ve swapped out the 
old, rigid funding system for one with more local discretion and more 
support for needy students.  And we’re getting rid of the bleak, narrow 
hallway of accountability that seemed to lead only down the path of 
tests and more tests – and we’re knocking out walls and building a much 
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wider, spacious structure centered around eight state priority areas that 
include school climate, student engagement, access to a broad 
curriculum and of course, parent and community involvement.   
 
These are all important, system-wide changes that the PTA believes 
deeply in, that PTA parents helped push for – because they affirm so 
much of what we think is important for kids. They reflect so many of our 
resolutions that call for a more holistic, whole child approach – one that 
recognizes that many factors influence and support student success.  
 
These big changes are still very new. Some still need a second and third 
coat of paint. And we know some will need lots of further improvement 
and refinement. But….We are on the way! And we can begin to see how 
good this will look when it all comes together, and if we stick with it as a 
state. 
 
I’ve been around education policy for more than 20 years now, and I’ve 
never felt more optimistic about the direction state policymakers have 
set out. Our State Superintendent of Public Instruction, our State Board 
of Education, our Governor, most of our legislators – they’re taking a 
thoughtful approach and listening and working with us more to remodel 
our public education house, rather than just telling kids to go sit in it. 
 
And the voice of PTA parents and leaders will continue to be critical to 
keep this momentum and help make the reforms successful. 
 
We are the ones who must consistently and persistently remind 
everyone that, with every proposed change or reform: 
 
IT’S ALL ABOUT THE KIDS 
 
One of our key jobs as PTA members and leaders, in fact, is to help keep 
it real – to remind policymakers that we are not simply dealing with 
bills or data sets or implementing regulations or metric or rubrics – we 
are dealing with children’s lives, with curiosity and learning, with 
wonder…We are dealing with amazing, creative, real young minds.  
 
We need to remind everyone, too, that these are individual students, not 
categories.   
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And we need to be vigilant about never letting our state fall into that 
abyss of negligent underfunding and support for students ever again. 
Are you with me on that? 
 
* 
 
I want to share a story about one student this morning. I first met her 
seven years ago.  Her name is Celina Martinez, and she was in fifth grade 
at the time. 
 
PTA was gathered here in Sacramento for a huge rally to try to prevent – 
what else? – deep cuts to the education budget. This amazing student 
from Foothill Elementary School in Corona, came to the rally in front of 
the Capitol and she read a letter to then-Governor Schwarzenegger.   
 

 
 
Celina’s letter said: 
 
Dear Governor Schwarzenegger,  

 
I wanted you to know that cutting billions of dollars from the 

education budget will really hurt me and my school… 
 Everything from the GATE program, to music programs, to 

afterschool programs will be cut.  
Are you out to get me?! Do I have a target on my back? I am in all of 

the above programs and if you cut them; you are cutting a big part of 
what makes me LOVE school.  

I am too young to vote, but it wouldn’t matter if I was a Republican 
or a Democrat because the cuts being made to the schools hurt kids.  
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Celina ended the letter by saying: 
 
 I promise when I graduate from college to spend money and help 

the economy, but I won’t be able to do that if you cut my programs. It’s 
better to help me now, so that I can grow up and help California later. 
  
Celina read that letter in English on the Capitol steps at our rally, and 
later she read it in Spanish at our convention.   
 
And, sadly – because I can't lie – California didn't do as right by Celina 
and all of her classmates that year or in the next few years as we should 
have, despite how hard PTA worked. 
 
Because school funding was cut. Programs were cut.  In many cases local 
PTAs were the sole saviors that stepped up and kept core programs and 
services going for students. 
 
Thankfully, Celina was resilient.   
 

 
 
I am pleased to report that this spring Celina Martinez will be 
graduating from high school, and she is headed to college.  And I am 
proud to report that she received not only the California State PTA high 
school graduating senior scholarship award, but also the special PTA 
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Ralph E. White scholarship for a student interested in going into the 
medical field. 
 
Celina shared with me recently that “PTA has done so much for me and 
my schools.” She said what stands out the most is the support the PTA 
gives to students. “They have faith in us,” she said. “The PTA is always 
there to help the students – and 23rd district PTA members live by the 
goals PTA has.”  
 
I am so pleased today to acknowledge Celina, who is here with us again. 
Thank you, Celina, for inspiring us then, and inspiring us now! 
 
And Celina is just one of the nine million reasons we do what we do.  She 
has a supportive family, but we understand that beyond that, she has a 
dedicated PTA, and she is our child, too.  Because our work as an 
association, is to help speak up for every single child! 
 
* 
 
Something else I learned, I heard recently at an event that brought 
together education leaders from around the state. It was said by a 
leading writer and education researcher named Andy Hargreaves. 
 
TO UPLIFT THOSE WE SERVE, UPLIFT THOSE WHO SERVE THEM 
 
When I hear this, I think especially about our teachers. 
 
Because when we say, it’s all about the kids, it’s okay to recognize that 
we need talented, dedicated, successful adults there to serve our kids.  
Think about that oxygen mask on the airplane.  When it comes down, 
the adults are supposed to fix their own masks first before helping their 
small children.  Because what good are the adults to the children on 
board if we’re passed out due to lack of oxygen?  
 
What good are the teachers to our students if we don't support them 
and give them resources, and help them develop their teaching skills – if 
we don't give them the professional oxygen they need so they can 
breathe a lifelong love of learning into all of their students? 
 



 7 

I am proud that PTA is an association that truly values teachers. 
 
I am proud that we emphasize communication, and constructive input, 
and collaboration – not confrontation – between teachers and parents. 
 
We understand that teachers are partners – and that they alone cannot 
reverse larger challenges in our communities like violence or poverty or 
poor health. 
 
Because at the end of the day, here is one thing I can absolutely 
guarantee you:  
 
We will not achieve the great public education system California 

deserves – the one we are trying to build – by tearing down teachers, or 

blaming them, or letting others bash them.   

 
To uplift those we serve, uplift those who serve them. 
 
* 
 
Finally, I want to leave you with one more important thing I learned this 
year at PTA. 
 
You know how in education some people always seem to be looking for 
that next one great thing? That one magic reform that will be the reform 
of all reforms, the change that will somehow “fix” all of our perceived 
problems? 
 
It’s the old “silver bullet” as they say.  
 
At one time it was smaller schools within schools, or longer 
instructional days, or more homework or the way we teach reading or 
eliminating teacher tenure or more testing of kids, or more i-Pads… 
 
And I would always say – “No, no! There is no one magic reform.”  
 
I would say, We need to look at the whole system, not just small pieces – 
and we need to focus on what really matters, and not subscribe to the 
untested reform of the month club. 
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And I still do believe this – and that’s why I am so optimistic about the 
way we’re approaching education change in California of late, because 
we’re not just jumping from one reform to another. 
 
Except that, it also turns out, I’ve been wrong all this time.   
 
It turns out there actually is one silver bullet, one magical thing above 
all else that can help solve even our most intractable challenges.  
 
And that silver bullet, that magic reform is, of course…  
 
Us. 
 
You, me, the PTA. 
 
WE ARE THE SILVER BULLET. 
 
WE ARE THE MAGIC REFORM. 
 
We are the single powerful force that cuts across everything to 
positively impact change. 
 
PTA members – We are the public in public education. 
 
We are the ones who must keep it real.  We are the ones who must keep 
speaking up for vulnerable children.  We are the ones who must uplift 
those who serve children.   
 
And we are the ones who can and must make sure that every policy idea 
and every reform is grounded first and foremost on the one thing that 
matters most: What is right and best for kids.  ALL kids. 
 
Thank you. 

 


