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INTRODUCTION

My first major television interview after becoming US Secretary of Education for President Barack Obama was on CBS This Morning with Norah O’Donnell. I asked the TV crew to meet me at P.S. 276 in Canarsie, Brooklyn, a place that defined much of my childhood, my career, and what I believed school should be.

I wasn’t new to media attention, but sitting in a classroom that day, I was nervous. I wanted to make all the people who had supported me throughout my academic and professional journey proud and to set the right tone at the start of my time as secretary.

Norah asked rigorous questions about the growing challenge of student debt, the performance of America’s schools, and the politics of education. But the conversation wasn’t just about policy. As a journalist, she already knew my backstory, that I lost both my parents by the time I was twelve, spent my adolescent years moving between different family members, and ended up getting expelled from high school. My life could have so easily gone in a very different direction, and Norah wasn’t the first person curious about my journey. Given all the trauma I had experienced, she wanted to know, how did I earn degrees from Harvard, Columbia, and Yale, and go on to become the first Black and the first Puerto Rican Commissioner of Education for New York State, and serve in President Obama’s cabinet?

The answer was simple. I explained that I was blessed to have the right teachers, mentors, and role models, who intervened in my life at the right moments. I am not special, just lucky. I had always worked hard, but so do lots of folks. What made the crucial difference was the generosity of those who chose to teach me, who gave their best in their encounters with me. The ones who could have seen a twelve-year-old boy of color, family in crisis, and asked themselves, “What chance does he have?” but instead asked what chance they could give.

Today, the three-story brick building is the same as I remember from my childhood, but behind the black wrought-iron fence, it beckons with a new vibrancy. A forgotten side yard has been transformed into a lush garden with neat rows of herbs, flowers, vegetables, and fruit saplings for the children to tend. Vivid murals with motivational messages adorn the outside walls. A life-size rendering of Dr. George Washington Carver illustrates the scientist’s sense of discovery and wonder about the world around him, alongside his words: “Education is the key to unlock the Golden Door of Freedom.”

I often urge people who are interested in public policy and the impact of education to visit juvenile justice facilities and prisons to understand folks’ journeys. What they would find is that, too often, a life’s story is cemented by a split-second decision: A friend asks someone to come along on a trip to the convenience store, then the friend decides to rob the store, and now both are caught up in the system. Wrong time, wrong place. Other times, those impulsive decisions are grounded in deeper traumas with even more tragic consequences. Every life has its turning points. At those critical moments in mine, I was fortunate that there were people who put their hand on my shoulder and made sure I went in the right direction. I feel certain I would be dead or incarcerated if they hadn’t.

What has driven my whole career is the knowledge that one teacher showing that they care, providing the right challenge or encouragement, offering the right sage advice or asking the right question, can profoundly change the life of a student. Whether I was teaching high school social studies in Boston or undergraduates at University of Maryland, my goal was to try to do for other young people what teachers had done for me. Whether I was talking with a room of superintendents as commissioner or a room of governors as secretary, my goal was the same: to create more spaces and places where educators could save students’ lives the way my teachers had saved mine.

While my story is one of luck, I don’t think access to opportunity in American society should depend on luck. I believe we can and should organize our systems to ensure every child has the opportunity to succeed. That is what has defined my career from the classroom to serving in the highest levels of state and federal government. I want to make sure more kids like me get a clear shot at the life I have been blessed to have: a career I am proud of and a family I adore. This is a book about the teachers and the mentors who made that possible for me.
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