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If your emotional abilities aren't in hand, if you don't have self-awareness, if you are not able to manage your 

distressing emotions, if you can't have empathy and have effective relationships, then no matter how smart you are, 

you are not going to get very far. –D. Goleman  

Overlooked Intelligences in Public Education 

I would like to thank the Commission for the chance to offer testimony as a proud member of the New York State 

School Boards Association (NYSSBA) and as the President of the Waterville Central School District’s Board of 

Education. My testimony takes it direction from the overarching mission and vision of NYSSBA’s reform platform, 

that being, “Be the Change for Kids.” 

Currently, education reform focuses on preparing all students for college, the world of work and the responsibilities 

of citizenship. While these are essential goals and we are making significant strides towards reaching them, statistics 

show that our current means of addressing these goals neglects something essential. Many of our students are able 

to pass standardized tests but are not able to identify their own strengths. Many can earn a regents diploma, but 

cannot demonstrate critical thinking skills in the college classroom or on the job.  These deficits point to the Change 

that we need to enact for Kids. 

It is a change called for by some of the most intelligent minds in the field. While examining employee dissatisfaction 

with the current workforce, Harvard’s Pathways to Prosperity Project points out that, “a focus on college readiness 

alone does not equip young people with all of the skills and abilities they will need in the workplace, or to 

successfully complete the transition from adolescence to adulthood.” 

What skills and abilities are missing in our graduates? Why are so many middle school students disenchanted with 

learning? Why do so few college students complete their degrees? The answer lies in our neglect of the social, 

emotional and spiritual intelligences and our absence of attention to the development of self-reliance, creativity, 
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resilience and a strong sense of self. We need to cultivate and emphasize the importance of these soft skills in the 

classroom and via partnerships with our communities. 

In doing so we will also address a number of NYSSBA’s goals, goals which respond to the most imperative problems 

in public education today. By seriously taking up the cultivation of these skills, we will: 

 Raise Expectations for all Students 

 Stimulate the Student Learning Environment. 

 Strengthen the Education Workforce 

 Promote Greater Public and Parent Participation in Education 

While the ramifications of the absence of these skills is most clearly seen in adolescents and young adults, the 

development of these skills needs to happen much earlier. 

Early Intervention 

Research has proven that the development of social, emotional, and cognitive skills begins in and is largely 

determined by the first five years of a child’s life. The absence of these foundational skills creates a disadvantage 

that will be with a child from kindergarten into college and the workplace.  

We need to implement policies, funding and support for children at birth until they are school age. Parents need to 

know, for example, how the developing brain responds to television and how it responds to face-to-face 

interactions. Partnerships must be forged with community agencies, such as hospitals, businesses, and social 

agencies in order to ensure that students arrive at school healthy and ready to learn. Although we realize this may 

not be the direct task of this Commission, to ignore this need weakens the entire reform initiative. 

Making Universal Pre-K Universal 

Early intervention will increase the likelihood that children will arrive at school with essential developmental skills in 

place, but an increased likelihood, while important, is not enough. We also need to undertake “the expansion of the 

Universal Prekindergarten Program (UPK) to provide statewide access to prekindergarten education” as called for in 

the Regents 2008-09 Proposal on State Aid to School Districts.  

At a time when single parent families are as common as “traditional” families and increasing numbers of Americans 

find they must take on additional employment to make ends meet, more and more parents simply do not have the 

time to provide the kind of focused attention necessary for ideal early childhood development. They have to rely on 

public education to fill in gaps created by economic and social changes.  

UPK programs are poised to do this. They have been in some school districts in our state for more than half of a 

decade and students in these programs enter kindergarten with greater vocabulary, language, math and overall 

school readiness skills. Access to these programs also cultivates situations in which young learners can develop social 

and emotional skills, especially important at a time in their development when literally every day counts. Yet far too 
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few children receive these advantages. According to the State Education Department, 2010 - 2011 full day pre-

Kindergarten enrollment was just 26, 223 students.  

Despite demand and proven benefits, thousands of students were unable to access full day Universal Pre-

Kindergarten programs because, as the Regents Proposal points out, current “funding is targeted to support the 

minimum UPK mandate of 2 ½ hours each day.”  

We have to step up and demand that the state fully fund a true Universal Pre-Kindergarten program. We also have 

to acknowledge that the economic and social changes, which make this so important at this time, are having long-

term effects on our youth, effects that make the early focused cultivation of social and emotional intelligences, as 

well as such skills as resilience and self-awareness all the more imperative.  

Elementary Partnerships 

The elementary school years have long been seen as a time to gain skills and to build knowledge that will act as a 

foundation for deeper exploration and more rigorous focus in high school and beyond. Although this logic seems 

solid, it often has the unintended effect of delaying and thereby obscuring student’s interests. A child who is 

passionate about a subject that is not part of his or her current curriculum is rarely given opportunity to explore or 

develop that passion. All too often students come to see the learning process not as a natural outgrowth of 

curiosity, or a means to understand themselves and the world around them, but instead see it as a set of tasks they 

must complete for their own sake.  

It is no wonder that by the time they get to high school many students no longer know their own interests, and are 

unable to engage in the kind of curious critical thinking that comes so easily to young children.  

Elementary school teachers are not at fault. With current mandates, they rarely have time to foster a student’s 

interest in any off-topic or on-topic subject matter. I cannot emphasize enough that, if we are to strengthen the 

education workforce, if we are to attract good teachers, teachers who themselves are excited by the learning 

process, and if we are to produce engaged learners, this needs to change dramatically.  

It is also so essential that the Commission implement policies that will enable schools to foster partnerships that 

reach into the community, engaging parents, higher-education students, businesses and public programs, by linking 

students with the subjects that excite them. We must cultivate for all children a sense of the power and pleasure of 

the learning process. If we are to raise expectations of students, we must develop in those students a hunger for 

learning and a sense of the power of their own curiosity. We must initiate this in the first years of schooling and then 

feed that hunger throughout middle and high school.  

Middle School Identity 

Experience tells us that middle school is one of the most trying times in the social and emotional development of 

young people. Science tells us that changes in the brain compound the already unsteady sense of self that seems a 

logical accompaniment to the transition between childhood and adolescence.  We know that middle school students 

experience more stress, have more difficulty in modulating their behavior, their moods, and creating healthy peer 

groups. Yet, knowing there is a biological basis and universality to this experience does not make it any less critical.  
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Middle school students often experience a decrease in their academic performance, along with an even more 

profound decrease in their self-image. While our schools address physical changes, they rarely give students the 

skills to understand and address other fundamental changes or the social isolation so common in these years. 

Teachers who work with this population need training that prepares them to empower their students and to create 

healthy classroom communities. 

By the time they reach middle school, students need to have a positive identity and sense of self in place. They also 

need to be fluent in a language that allows them to think and talk about the changes that they are experiencing. 

Out-of-the-classroom, student driven learning projects and round table discussions with a diverse group of 

community members, will go a long way in helping middle school students develop a sense of self outside of the 

frequently tense environment of peer groups.  

If we want middle school students to be engaged in the learning process and to excel academically, we need to 

realize that, just as it is rare for the adult who does not feel emotionally and socially secure to thrive in their 

workplace, a child who does not feel emotionally and socially secure will rarely thrive in the classroom.  

High School & Beyond 

High school, ripe with challenges and possibilities, should be one of the most exciting times in a student’s academic 

career, yet we lose the most kids in high school. According to The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Drop 

Outs, a 2006 report by Civic Enterprises, “The primary reason nearly half of the young adults gave for dropping out 

was that classes were uninteresting.” Not all classes will appeal to all students. Our task is to find out what our 

students are interested in and to make sure that a system is in place that allows those interests to be cultivated both 

inside and outside of the classroom.  

A sense of purpose is not inborn; it develops out of meaningful engagement and an awareness of personal aptitude. 

Students need to experiment with their interests from an early age so that from the beginning of high school they 

can explore those interests through shadowing, partnerships with local businesses and colleges, self-directed 

learning projects and internships. Students need to be engaged in these activities as early as possible because these 

situations foster real world critical thinking and so that, if our students choose to go to college, they will not go into 

debt only to drop out when they discover that they are not well suited to their chosen field of study. We need to 

create a dialogue with students to help them decide the kind of life they want to live, the kind of community 

member they want to be, and the kind of world they want to live in. Then we need to provide them with resources 

to fulfill those wants. 

Moving Forward 

In doing all of this, we cannot worry about which traditional practices and special interests groups we “have to” 

protect.  We can no longer afford to tinker at the edges of the current system.  If we are to truly reform education, 

we must make meaningful, research based, systemic change.  We must create a system that puts “Children First”, a 

system that meets the goal of graduating college prepared, work ready, responsible citizens, by cultivating social and 

emotional intelligence, self-awareness and the other soft skills so foundational to those goals and to human 

happiness.   


