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Make Great Education a Right in R.I. 

As we celebrate Martin Luther King Day, it’s a good time for Rhode Islanders to reflect on King’s 
inspirational leadership in the fight for justice. 

Writing from Birmingham Jail in Alabama after being arrested in 1963 for direct action protests, 

the Reverend King reminded a group of clergymen that “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 

everywhere.” Those clergymen insisted it wasn’t the right time to be bold. King wrote, “For years 

now I have heard the word ‘Wait!’ It rings in the ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. This 

‘Wait’ has almost always meant ‘Never.’” 

When it comes to public schools, the word “wait” has rung in Rhode Islanders’ ears for years. 

Some say give us “more time.” But Rhode Island has for too long denied our students 

excellence, equality and justice. And we have denied ourselves the vibrant economy that’s the 

foundation of every successful state. 

This is not just a problem affecting low-income and minority students. Our middle-class and 

white children are also under-performing. This is not just an urban issue. This is a Rhode Island 

issue. 

Look across the border: on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, Massachusetts 

eighth-graders are first in the nation in math and third in English. Rhode Island ranks 30th in 

both math and English. This is despite spending nearly identical amounts on education. 

According to an analysis of data on the economic impact of educational failure, if our public 

schools performed as well as those in Massachusetts, earning power in Rhode Island would 

jump by $1.5 billion to $2.1 billion annually. In an average work week, our poor educational 

outcomes are costing Rhode Island up to $1 million an hour! 

As your lieutenant governor, I stand for excellence and equality in public education. While 

students have different needs, there are no insurmountable barriers — not zip codes, not 

poverty, not parents’ education, not language. Every child can achieve. It is happening at 

several schools right here in Rhode Island, in Massachusetts, and elsewhere. 

Can we get to Massachusetts levels? Yes. In 1993, Massachusetts business leaders led the 

charge for bold action in public education. Massachusetts set high standards for  

achievement, implemented high-quality assessments, empowered school leaders to lead, made 

a major state investment in education, promoted development of new schools including public 
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charters, and established systems of accountability. These policies have built the country’s best 

public school system. 

First, I call on the General Assembly to do no harm. Do not turn sharply away from the policies 

that have made Massachusetts so successful. Hold high standards for all students. Push 

forward with our new assessments. Do not support “opting out” of our state assessments; they 

are an essential diagnostic tool for helping educators and the public know how well we are 

doing. Hold our education system accountable. Continue to grow great new public schools, 

including public charters, career and technical schools, mayoral academies, and other 

innovative schools, to increase educational opportunities. 

Second, we know the lifelong consequences of a substandard education and the impact on our 

economy. We need to make a real and binding promise to families that they will receive a great 

public education, wherever they live. Education is a constitutional right in many states but not in 

Rhode Island. I propose a constitutional amendment that guarantees every Rhode Island 

student a right to a high-quality public education. Let’s petition the General Assembly to add this 

amendment to the November ballot. 

I’ve been speaking with business leaders, community leaders and parents about what is and 

isn’t working in public education. Together, we’re forming a coalition called “Educate RI.” If you 

think a high-quality education should be a constitutional right, and want to explore other ideas to 

push our education system to work better for more students, please call me at (401) 222-2371 

or email me at ltgov@ltgov.ri.gov. I want to speak with you. 

Too many children have languished in poor schools or on waiting lists while the system tinkers 

around the edges of improvement. Neither our children, nor our economy, can wait. 

Let’s make a high-quality education a fundamental right, and finally deliver it. 
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