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Mr. Speaker, Mr. President, Members of the 62nd Legislature, special guests, and friends of 
education: 

Thank you so much for the warm welcome and the opportunity to be with you today.   I would 
like to especially thank my brother, Ron Juneau, and my nephew, Lakota – a 3rd grader at Big 
Sky Elementary School in Billings - for sharing this day with me. 

I would also like to thank my mom, Carol, and my dad, Stan, who are watching online.  They 
supported me and my brother in our every endeavor, instilled in us a willingness to serve others, 
and made sure that we were successful in school because they knew becoming educated would 
open many doors for us. 

My mom proudly served with many of you in both the House and the Senate.  She is especially 
proud of the realization of Indian Education for All and that Montana has made great strides in 
fulfilling its constitutional obligation to recognize the distinct and unique cultural heritage of 
American Indians in its educational system.  In a few short years, the Office of Public Instruction 
has developed over 300 classroom resources and offered training to thousands of educators.  
Teachers are now integrating accurate information about American Indians into classroom 
lessons about math, science, art, music, literature, and PE.  Your past work to respect the Indian 
nations located in Montana and ensure they have a place in our public education system is seeing 
exceptional results.  Just last week, more than 200 educators gathered in Helena for the IEFA 
Best Practices conference, and Montana is a recognized national leader in developing 
instructional materials and integrating Indian Education for All into classrooms. 
 
I would also like to give my appreciation to the staff at the Office of Public Instruction. My staff 
are dedicated, committed, state employees who excel at delivering high-quality support to 828 
schools, 15,077 school staff, and 141,807 K-12 students.  They take great pride in doing work 
that matters.  And, I take great pride in leading the agency. 

Joining us today in the gallery are also County Superintendents, who come from every corner of 
Montana. Thank you for your work on behalf of schools and students. 

At OPI, we constantly work to make government more transparent and communication with the 
public easier.  During the last two years, the Office of Public Instruction has entered the world of 
web 2.0 tools.  You can visit our updated website that receives over 3 million hits per year; you 
can opt into our official email system and receive our communications to schools and subscribe 
to OPI e-news; you can become OPI’s friend on Facebook; and we just recently launched MT 
OPI on iTunesU where students and teachers can download professional development videos and 
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curriculum resources for free anytime-anywhere.  Technology offers all of us so many 
opportunities for communicating our work, being accountable, and providing accessibility.  In 
fact, I bet Rep. Ellie Hill is "live-tweeting" this speech right now. 

All of you, tweeters or not, were sent by the voters to the 2011 Legislative Session to make 
responsible decisions, create jobs, grow our economy and ensure our state’s long term prosperity. 

I know that each of us in this room values education, and although we may disagree on the best 
way to deliver it or fund it or improve it, we all know it’s important and that it has significant 
meaning to the citizens of our state.  That’s why we as policy makers struggle to ensure we get it 
right so every student reaches his or her full potential. 

Prioritizing and investing in public education during this session is imperative.  Public education 
is still the great equalizer in America.  It is open to all – to every child that walks through the 
door – no matter their ability, zip code, heritage, or economic background.  And, we ask a lot 
from our public schools.  We ask our schools to produce students who know how to read, do 
quadratic equations, understand the scientific method, write an essay, give a speech, appreciate 
the arts, be healthy, understand their place in global society, grasp the foundational principles of 
our democracy, speak a language other than English, and use technology.   

We all know that the end result of a quality education defines our state’s future and creates its 
economic well-being.  When you are in your committees and respective chambers, you must 
always remember the promises that public education holds for individuals, communities, our 
state, and our country. 

There are students sitting in classrooms right now, learning to read, or on the playground at 
recess, or eating school lunch, or playing the recorder in music class.  They don’t know what is 
going on here at the Capitol January through April. They just know they like school, enjoy 
learning new things, and love their teacher.  But, they are counting on you, members of the 
legislature, to protect the state’s investment in their public school. 

This morning, in some Montana town, a single mother living each day with courage, working 
two jobs, and stretching her budget to put food on the table and pay the rent, walked her child to 
her neighborhood school and trusted that he would get a good hot breakfast and lunch, be taken 
care of in a safe environment, and learn his A, B, C’s.  She doesn’t have time to keep track of 
what is going on here at the Capitol.  But, she is counting on you to help deliver a quality 
education to her child – so her hard work does not go to waste and her child has the opportunity 
to reach his full educational potential. 

Many of us were born with certain privileges.  My privilege was the stability of my parents, their 
support of my schooling, and their steadfast belief that I would go to college.  However, some of 
our students do not have family members who attended college, have access to wealth, live in 
safe family environments, or simply have the opportunity to just be children. 

That is why we must recognize that while education provides the means for all children to pursue 
success, a good education is oftentimes the only means for some children to break the cycle of 
poverty.  Schools can make a huge difference for at-risk children by finding ways to help them 
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overcome their challenges and help them succeed.  I urge you to restore the $10 million at-risk 
funding for schools that was reduced to $2 last session so schools can provide programs that help 
these students, because a good education can transform their lives. 

Montana has a long history of maintaining quality and excellence in its public education system 
– a long history of unwavering commitment to public education and a goal of graduating every 
Montana student from high school being prepared for college and careers. 

And, because Montana continues to commit to quality and excellence, great things are happening 
in our classrooms and the citizens of Montana receive a quality product for the taxes they pay. 

• The National Assessment of Educational Progress, also called “The Nation’s Report 
Card,” is the ONLY standardized test that allows for direct comparison across states.  It 
shows that the math skills of Montana students exceed the national average and continue 
to climb - Montana eighth graders scored better than students in all but two other states 
and Montana fourth graders scored better than students in all but four other states in the 
nation. 

• The reading skills of Montana students continue to exceed the national average.  The 
scores of Montana fourth and eighth-graders are among the top five highest scoring states 
as well.  

• Montana students lead the nation in Science scores. In eighth grade, we share the highest 
score in the nation with just three other states. Only one state scored higher than 
Montana’s 4th graders. 

• Montana schools were recognized by the Education Trust for the performance levels of 
our low-income students.  In Montana, we have some of the smallest academic disparities 
between low income and high income students in the nation. 

• Our 2010 graduating class outpaced the nation in ACT scores – the test that measures 
college readiness. 

Public education in Montana is not broken.  In fact, it is thriving.  We should all be proud of the 
hard work that these numbers reflect: the hard work of our students, our teaching force, and the 
communities that support Montana’s schools.  And, we will continue to see this quality and 
excellence when we prioritize and invest in our public education system. 

Now, I understand that as much as we can feel great about what we accomplish in K-12 
education, we cannot afford to rest on our laurels.  I believe in assessing our progress and 
confronting our challenges.  Based on the dropout and graduation data we collect at OPI, we 
know there are too many Montana students that don’t attain a high school diploma – right around 
2,000 each year.  The effects of dropping out are damaging to our state – with high school 
dropouts comprising 75 percent of incarcerated men and women and tens of millions of dollars 
spent each year in supportive services for adults who do not earn a high school diploma. 

According to the Alliance for Excellent Education, if the male high school graduation rate 
increased by just 5%, MT’s economy would see a combination of crime related savings and 
additional revenue of $19.6 million each year.  That should be reason enough for us to want to 
improve graduation rates. 
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Last fall, I launched an initiative called Graduation Matters Montana that works with schools, 
communities, and business partners to support kids staying in school.  One piece of this initiative 
is legislative.  I commend Senator Taylor Brown for working with me on SB 44, to increase the 
legal dropout age from “age 16” to “age 18 or upon graduation.”  Passing this bill would have set 
an expectation that, in today’s economic climate, it is imperative that a student stay in school and 
earn a diploma or certificate.  The last time the age was adjusted was 90 years ago - in 1921.  
Our world is much different from that time, and our expectations should reflect our current 
economic structure and society.  Despite this bill not getting out of the Senate Education 
Committee, I remain committed to Graduation Matters Montana and working with schools and 
communities to set the target higher, because I believe all our children can achieve more.   

I recently received an e-mail from a former student thanking me for believing in her while she 
was in high school and for giving her hope that she could do something successful in her life.  
Although she left school before graduating, she did earn her GED and join the National Guard.  
She is now married, has two beautiful sons and is serving our country in Iraq.  My response to 
her was that she was, and continues to be, worthy of high expectations.  We should all believe in 
our students enough, and care enough about them, that we create a system of support for them to 
achieve high school success.   

There are times when, because of life circumstances, people do not complete high school.  We 
must still find ways for those adults to attain a diploma or certificate that opens doors to 
employers and college.   Monday, the subcommittee on education appropriations heard from 
many people who benefitted from Adult-Basic Education programs.  These programs offer 
adults, who did not make it through high school for one reason or another, a pathway to a GED, 
college, or the workplace.  I urge you to restore the funding for these vital programs in 
communities all across Montana.  They offer many people an option for a better life. 

Part of keeping kids in school is making sure schools are safe places to learn.  I was happy to 
stand with Attorney General Steve Bullock and many others in support of Senator Kim Gillan’s 
Schools Are For Education, or the SAFE Act, which articulated that a safe and civil environment 
in school is necessary for students to be engaged in learning. 

The Senate recently passed a bill on a 47-3 vote that prohibits hunters from being harassed, 
threatened, or intimidated – a bill with a $20,000 fiscal note.  So, I was disappointed when the 
SAFE Act was tabled in the Senate Education Committee.  I have to believe that the full Senate 
would have passed a bill that simply provides that parents and students can rely on their school 
to have clear and transparent definitions, procedures, and policies around bullying – a bill with a 
fiscal note of zero dollars. 

During the hearing on the SAFE Act, we heard heart-wrenching stories from students who are 
bullied every day and stories from parents who are at a loss of how to help their child cope with 
bullies at school.  Students should not be afraid to go onto the playground during recess or be 
afraid of being pushed, shoved, hit, slammed into lockers, humiliated daily, ridiculed 
relentlessly, be the subject of texted mean-spirited rumors, or have their tormenters follow them 
on the web 24/7. 
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As policy-makers, we cannot look the other way and say “bullying has gone on forever” or “kids 
will be kids,” because excuses make us passive and indifferent.  Bullying does happen in our 
schools.  At some point, this body needs to send a message that it is not appropriate to bully, 
harass, threaten, or intimidate children in our schools.      

One of the more demanding initiatives I have undertaken is improving student outcomes in 
schools and communities that are facing significant challenges.  Under my Schools of Promise 
initiative, we are working to transform the four lowest performing school systems in the state. 

Despite our great educational outcomes overall, we do have a few schools that need reform.  
These schools are located in communities that suffer deep, generational, isolated, and 
concentrated poverty.  Some of these communities have unemployment rates that hover around 
70 percent – not just during the recession – but, always.  Many students come to school with 
heavy loads of emotional trauma.  Most students in these schools are not proficient in reading 
and math.   

As the leader of the state’s public education system, I will not stand by and let another generation 
of students fail. Our state cannot afford to allow certain communities to languish.  The hope for 
these communities, and indeed, for our state, will transpire when every child is successfully 
educated in a quality school.  We must work with these schools, their staff, parents, students, and 
communities to raise academic achievement. 

Under the Schools of Promise initiative, we developed a close partnership with these schools.  It 
was not an easy task.  Local union members showed tremendous courage and agreed to amend 
their collective bargaining agreements to work longer hours, more days, and be evaluated on 
stringent requirements, including student data.  School boards had to agree in a couple of schools 
to replace their long-standing High School principal.  Administrators had to agree that things 
were going to change, and OPI would be there to work alongside them on every aspect of this 
change.  Communities had to agree to become more involved and connected to the school. 

We have four staff on the ground in each of these schools to work with the administration, 
teachers, the school board and the community.  This work is by no means easy.  In fact, there are 
difficulties at every turn.  It is, however, vitally important work, and small stories of success are 
emerging.  One of our community liaisons does home visits and asks families to describe the 
hopes and dreams they have for their children.   

One mother, who does not have her own high school diploma, hopes her daughter achieves her 
dream of becoming a mechanical engineer and that her son reaches his goal of going into the 
military.  She knows that her number one job is to get her children to school every day, to 
celebrate their academic success, and to believe in them.  She posts their perfect-attendance 
certificates on her living room wall. 

In another community, our staff identified ten students who were on their way to dropping out 
because they lack enough credits to graduate.  Working with the school, our staff brought these 
students to a multiple-day training to help them reassess their choices and to imagine a better life 
for themselves.  These students now meet every week to support each other to stay in school. 
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I grew up and attended school in a similar community - Browning.  I received a quality education 
from Browning schools that led me to college, graduate school, and law school.  The educational 
foundation I received in Browning led me to the teaching profession, the legal profession, and 
into a statewide elected position.   

I know these schools of promise are capable of providing a quality education.  I know these 
communities can come together to support their children and help them achieve greatness.    
There are students watching in Frazer today – one of our Schools of Promise.  I know the 
students in Frazer are just as brilliant and capable as any other student in any of our other schools 
in Montana.   

I have high expectations of you – students - and I need you to succeed – all of us in this chamber 
need you to succeed.   

We will continue to work in partnership with the schools of promise to make sure their students 
are offered the opportunity to reach their full educational potential. 

As State Superintendent, I strive to remain focused on meeting students’ needs in our work.  That 
is why we do such demanding work in all our initiatives, like Schools of Promise.  We are tough, 
but fair, in our work with schools, educators, and communities, because sometimes, children’s 
lives hang in the balance. 

I feel it is very important to bring a student voice to the table on state education issues.  
Oftentimes, adults plan and discuss educational policy, but we rarely talk to the people who will 
be most directly affected by our plans and discussions – the students.  To meet this purpose, I 
recently brought together 40 students from 31 schools to meet as the first-ever State 
Superintendent’s Student Advisory Board.  This student group is very diverse.  They come from 
Twin Bridges, Browning, Glasgow, Wibaux, and all points in between.  Some are involved in 
extra-curricular activities; some get good grades, and some, not so good.  Some have a great 
network of support that helps them get through school; some have had to overcome big 
challenges in life to stay in school.  Some of them have dropped out of school and dropped back 
in; and some are going to be the valedictorian or salutatorian of their graduating class.  But, all of 
them expressed their belief that becoming educated is important to their future success. 
 
These young people, both in the Advisory Group and in our schools, inspire my work as State 
Superintendent.  My discussions with them always remind me that they are counting on us to do 
the right things – to create good student-centered policies, to set high expectations, and to 
support them in achieving their dreams. 

And, we have had the legislature’s help in the past to create relevant, real-world learning 
experiences for students and flexibility in their educational settings.  The 2009 Legislature 
provided a piece of this flexibility by funding the Montana Digital Academy – an online learning 
opportunity for high school students.   

It has just started its second semester and has over 2,000 students from 120 high schools enrolled 
in its 54 classes.  Students in schools from Libby to Lodge Grass and from Westby to Whitefish 
are able to access classes as varied as AP English to Native American Studies to Mandarin 
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Chinese to Oceanography.  The governor’s budget includes continued funding for the Digital 
Academy.  I urge you to continue this successful innovative program so it continues to meet the 
growing demand for online learning.  Our public education system must help students prepare 
for a future we have not yet imagined – and they need you to help them be successful. 

We often hear a lot about a seamless education system that spans from Kindergarten through 
graduate school.  Commissioner Sheila Stearns and I frequently bring our top policy teams 
together to talk about meeting our common goals of implementing dual enrollment, decreasing 
remediation rates, providing a comprehensive system of online learning, and working on smooth 
transitions for students.  Our offices also work together on Big Sky Pathways, which provides 
career and technical courses in high schools that often lead to high-paying skilled jobs or a two-
year college degree program. 

All of Montana’s high school students take at least one technical education course and over half 
take at least three classes.  The state money for this program was stripped from our budget last 
week.  I know Commissioner Stearns stands with me in urging you to restore these funds so high 
school students can continue to take these courses that help them become Montana’s future work 
force. 

I sincerely appreciate Commissioner Stearn’s leadership in post-secondary education, her 
commitment to create an educated workforce in Montana, and her willingness to work with me 
toward an aligned, coherent Kindergarten through college education system.  Thank you for your 
partnership with K-12, Sheila. 

I also work closely with the state Board of Public Education – the body that establishes 
accreditation standards – those targets of quality that schools must reach.  The OPI implements 
the Board’s standards and makes sure that schools are working toward these targets.  I appreciate 
Chairperson Patty Meyer’s leadership on the Board because she certainly has a “students come 
first” approach.  Thank you, Patty, for your commitment to students. 

I would also like to recognize the Board of Public Education members seated in the gallery.  
Please stand.  Thank you for your leadership on this most important board. 

Patty and I know that we need to continually improve our system for the next generation of 
learners.  To prepare Montana schools to excel in the 21st century, we organized a task force of 
stakeholders to review a major part of the Board’s accreditation standards to make them more 
performance based – using data to determine whether a school is providing a quality education.  
We understand that local districts know best how to deliver a quality education and this new 
accreditation model will give schools of all sizes the flexibility to offer high quality learning 
opportunities while insuring that students and staff are treated in a professional manner. 

To ensure our students are held to the highest academic standard, I am working with the Board to 
join 40 other states in adopting common national standards in reading and math that will provide 
a clear understanding to students and parents of what students are expected to learn in school – 
from grade to grade, school to school, and state to state. 
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The OPI also signed on as a governing state (meaning we get to fully participate and vote) in a 
national consortia that is developing assessments to measure these common standards.  This 
means that we will have common standards that are measured by a common assessment that will 
let us know how our students stack up to the rest of the country.  Given our track record of 
excellent educational outcomes, I welcome that opportunity. 

Since becoming Superintendent, I have worked closely with the Legislature toward continuous 
improvement of the K-12 system.  Last session, Senator Lake sponsored HJR 6 that called on my 
office, the BPE and the Legislature to develop K-12 shared policy goals. 

My staff, Chairperson Patty Myers, along with Senator Bob Lake, Senator Bob Hawks, Senate 
President Jim Peterson, and Representative Edie McClafferty met several times during the 
interim, discussed the future of Montana’s education system, and established several priority 
goals we could all work on together.  These shared policy goals were meant to be used by the 
Legislature during this session to frame education budget initiatives and other policy 
recommendations for the 2013 biennium, and I have offered several policy and budget legislative 
requests that matched these goals.  These are the promises we intend to keep with this legislative 
body, but we need you to be a partner in meeting these goals and do what’s necessary on your 
end as well. 

I know that you are dealing with difficult decisions about revenue and your constitutional duty to 
leave the session with a balanced budget.  Our state constitution also says that “the legislature 
shall provide a basic system of free quality public elementary and secondary schools.” 

We cannot allow our current revenue challenge to be an excuse for our state to retreat from our 
long tradition of providing every child a quality education.  In fact, we must take this opportunity 
to prioritize funding for public education because quality schools are the key to lifting our state 
out of its recession and ensuring its long term prosperity.  Failure to invest in public education 
now will lead to disappointment in every other possible investment. 

I know you are struggling to create a Montana, of which all of us can be proud.  And, of course, I 
urge you to continue to adequately fund public education.  We must not forget, however, that 
while making critical investments in our students – those who will lead this state in the future – 
we must also protect those who are less fortunate and support those who are struggling mightily 
to lead a middle-class life, stay healthy, send their children to college, and retire with dignity.  
Those are Montana values.  And, that is the role of government – to provide safety nets for 
people when necessary, to keep our communities safe, to create jobs, and to ensure educational 
opportunities for all.  In fact, working together – in the light of day - is our best hope for 
achieving better lives for students and for all Montanans. 

As we move through the next couple of months, please remember the critical importance of K-12 
public education to our economic future and the lives of all of Montana children.  You must 
maintain the quality and excellence in our public school system that our constituents have come 
to expect.  The Governor has submitted a budget to you that prioritizes the government’s duties, 
adequately funds K-12 education and leaves money in the bank. 
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Our students are doing well today because of the investments that the Legislature has made in the 
past.  We know that when the state cuts support for public schools, local taxpayers are forced to 
pick up the tab in order to maintain excellence.  Shifting the burden to local taxpayers in this 
manner has the same effect as an unfunded mandate. I urge you to fund K-12 education to the 
levels you find in the Governor’s budget. 

Priorities do matter.  As leaders, you must be courageous and choose to prioritize and invest in 
our public education system.  You must tell young people that you believe in them and then back 
it up with action.  Resist the temptation to cut funds to schools, and instead, do what has to be 
done, and protect our most valuable long-term resource – our students.  

I thank you, members of the Legislature, for serving the people of Montana.  Leadership is never 
easy.  However, leadership, especially in challenging times, means that you do the right thing.  I 
ask that you do the right thing for those students sitting in classes right now who enjoy learning 
new things.  Do the right thing for that single mother struggling to make ends meet who is 
counting on you to help deliver a quality education to her child so he has the opportunity for 
future economic success.  It is only by maintaining a quality education system that we will truly 
meet our state’s hopes and dreams. 


