DARLA MOORE SPEECH

TO THE

AME CONVENTION

Thursday, November 11, 2010


Bishop Williams, thank you for such a kind introduction;  I wish  my Mom was here to hear such nice things about her daughter.  Before I address this awesome gathering, I need to take a moment to speak directly to your Bishop.  Bishop Williams, I have a dear friend named Ann Rogers and she has a wonderful daughter who is very dear to me.  Her name is Ann Paisley and, in recent years, I have taken her under my wing.  Because she was undecided about her future, I suggested she join the Peace Corp, which she did, and she was assigned to a station in Ghana, Africa.  Unfortunately, Ann Paisley fell critically ill to Malaria.  It was devastating to me.  This wonderful individual, who I had recommended go to Africa, had contracted a severe case of Malaria and her doctors only gave her a 10 to 15% chance of surviving.  Her kidneys failed; she was put on a respirator; it was just awful.  At the time this was happening, my friend, Jim Fields, was meeting with you and Larry Wilson.  Jim told me that, after the meeting, he asked you please to pray for Ann Paisley and her family, and upon hearing this request, you immediately grabbed his and Larry’s arms and offered a powerful prayer for her recovery.  Well, today, I am happy to tell you that your prayers, along with many others, were answered, and Ann Paisley’s doctors were able to find a treatment that worked and she is home doing well.  What I am saying is that it was a miracle that saved her, and I want to personally thank you for teaching all of us once again of the power of prayer.  Thank you.


Today, I want to talk to you about saving many more children.  The great minister, educator and scholar Dr. Benjamin Elijah Mays said it best, “Every man and woman is born into this world to do something unique and something distinctive and if he or she does not do it, it will never be done.”  I believe in that statement – I believe in it strongly!  That is why I come to you today for help.  Too many of our children are failing to gain the educational foundation necessary to break the chains of poverty and, as a result, will live a life without hope.  They will never have a chance to do anything unique and distinctive.  According to a recent Census report, another 72,000 South Carolinians slipped below the poverty line in 2009 and the recession continues to take its toll.  The 2009 ACS Census Survey showed 17.1% of our State’s population living in poverty, up from 15.7 % just a year earlier.  All of us in the room and well beyond its walls know that the only road out of poverty runs directly by the schoolhouse.  And, here is the problem – and this is harsh to say but necessary – we have schools, particularly in areas of high poverty, that are failing our children.  When you have classes with over 50% of the students failing to achieve the basic levels of reading and writing and math and science, we are dooming those children to life without any chance of success.  We cannot stand by and do nothing.  We have to take responsibility for our children.  Because, as we are taught in the 12th Chapter of Luke’s Gospel, “From everyone who has been given much, much more will be demanded.”  So, today, as we celebrate our blessings, we must also strive to commit to serving our brothers and sisters, and such commitment must start with our children and it must start now.


And, not just for our own children but for children all over this state.  Every politician’s ad I have heard over the last few months, if not criticizing their opponent, was promising to create jobs.  Well, you can create all the jobs you want but if you do not have an educated person to fill those jobs, someone else will get it.  That is why I come to you today for help.  I am not asking you to support some big “reform” effort.  We listened too long already to all of the promises to “reform” education.  I come to you today asking you to help save one child at a time – one community at a time – so we can demonstrate to everyone it can be done.


We cannot continue to stand by and see so many of our children fail.  How many of you have said, “I want my children to have an opportunity to make a better living than I?”  Absolutely!  All of you!  But, it cannot happen if we do not forcefully intervene in the education of our children now.  We can no longer simply pass to the schools the responsibility of a quality education for our children.  This is an issue we cannot leave in the hands of politicians and bureaucrats.   We have to put the problem on our backs and carry a fair share of the burden.  


However, before I ask for your help, I need to share with you what I am doing.  I am a firm believer that before I ask for help, I, too, must demonstrate that I am committed and will not make this request and then simply walk away.  


When I returned to South Carolina, I helped create the Palmetto Institute.  It is a research foundation with the singular mission of improving the economic wellbeing of every citizen in South Carolina.  Two projects that the Institute and I are working on address some of the basic problems we face today.   We have helped organize an entity called The Benefit Bank.  The Benefit Bank is nothing more than a computer manned by a trained counselor  in a community location where people feel comfortable entering, such as a library, a grocery store, or a church.  Upon entering an individual’s answers to 10 or 15 very direct questions, the computer will alert whether that individual is entitled to support from a wide variety of federal and state programs, such as SNAP, earned income tax credit, Medicaid, Veterans Affairs, and others.  If the individual qualifies for any of these programs, the counselor will help that person complete the necessary applications to apply for such benefits and the counselor will file them with the appropriate agency – usually electronically.  We helped start this program because our research pointed to the large number of people losing their jobs and slipping into poverty.  Yet, too many of these individuals were not taking advantage of work support programs to help them bridge the difficult times before a new or better job could be found.  In fact, our research tells us that South Carolina could be losing close to $500 million in uncollected benefits.  People either do not know how to seek help, are too embarrassed to ask, or they are just frustrated at the long lines and difficult red tape, so they fail to apply.  The Office of Rural Health agreed to lead this effort, and they have done a magnificent job.  Today, we have more than 700 trained counselors  in more than 200 community sites around the State.  We have recovered for the citizens of South Carolina more than $5 million.  We are continuing to raise money through grants to expand the Benefit Bank into more areas in South Carolina.  


The second program we are attempting to launch really goes to the heart of the problem for which I am seeking your help.  The Palmetto Institute and I are working to bring Teach for America to South Carolina.  Teach for America is an organization that recruits a select number of the top graduating seniors from the best universities and colleges from all over the United States in a movement to eliminate educational inequities.  These top graduating seniors make a commitment to be placed in high-need schools for two years with the goal of exceeding the traditional expectations by at least a grade in the class they are assigned.  If South Carolina is chosen – and this is not an easy task – we have to work with the Department of Education to adjust the certification requirements.  In addition, we will have to raise over $3 million from the private sector, and the superintendents of the recommended schools will have to agree to allow the Teach for America teachers to teach in their districts.   If we are successful in recruiting Teach for America to South Carolina, the organization will select and bring to South Carolina a group for 30 corps members.  However, before these 30 corps members can teach in South Carolina, they must attend an intensive training program to prepare them for the challenge.  Once the schools are selected, the assigned TFA teacher and his or her support team will pursue every possible avenue to improve education outcomes and student achievement.  


The first group of 30 teachers will, hopefully, be located right here in the Pee Dee along the I-95 Corridor.  Teach for America programs are already located in all the Southern sates surrounding South Carolina, and their success has been outstanding.  I truly believe they can make a difference in the communities where they live and teach.  Most important, they will be able to show these students that they can learn, that they can do something unique and distinctive in this world, and that there is a bright future for every one of them.  


Now, I must ask for your help.  The AME Conference is a powerful, faith-based voice in South Carolina.  When your leaders speak, others listen.  But, the real power in your organization is derived from the strengths of each congregation serving its community.  It is your presence and service to your community that makes you a strong servant of God.  That is a powerful calling, but one that I firmly believe you are more than willing to accept.


If we are going to reduce the achievement gap between the poor and the affluent, the black and the white, then we must do it from the ground up – one child at a time.  That is the challenge I want you to consider today.


First, I ask each congregation to take responsibility for one underperforming school in your community.  Begin to hold meetings to talk about the quality of that school.  Meet with the leaders of the school to demand change.  Do not let them make excuses.  Every score for every school is available through the Department of Education.  Do your homework before you meet with the leaders.  If you need help, call the Palmetto Institute.  They will provide you information on each school.  You have to let the leaders of these schools know you are not going away.  The time for improvement is now.  When they tell you to be more patient, you tell them that is really the problem – you have been too patient for the last 40 years.  It is simply time to demand more.  We have no choice.  The shock and destruction of this recession will not go away anytime soon.  Unfortunately, we are facing a much different economy – one where very few will ever have the job security they once had.  Large numbers of jobs that were eliminated will never come back.  The jobs that will be available will require more highly-educated individuals to fill them than in the past.  That is why it is so critical that we demand more from our schools and, even more importantly, that we demand more from our students.  


There are two parts to education – teaching and learning.  I have suggested some ways we can seek better teaching.  But, the real issue is whether we can motivate our children to want to learn.  Again, I believe you are critical to this task.  For many children, the church is a safe haven from a cruel and unfair world.  For others, the safe haven, unfortunately, comes from a gang or simply the streets.  Their lives are doomed.  They will never have a chance for a prosperous, safe life.  In the end, their decisions will be made for them by an overburdened social worker or the criminal justice system.  That is not what any of us want.  Everyone deserves a chance for economic independence.  But, it will not come easy.  Not only must you continue to be the safe haven but you now must become the catalyst for learning.  Not only must you continue to reach out to the children who come from broken homes, unwed mothers, and parents who have the desire but are not educationally equipped to help their children with school work, but you must also convince them they can learn.  Instill in them the most powerful thing you can give them – HOPE!  Then, demand of them the effort necessary to succeed.  Make sure the tutoring and afterschool programs you offer have the necessary resources to help them improve their reading, math, and science scores.  Make sure you understand from the school where the child is lacking and help the child address that specific problem.  It is no longer enough to say we offer help but we must offer help that really counts.  I know this is  difficult and adds to the burdens you already shoulder but I do not know where else to turn.  We either improve the education of our children or we become a state of second class citizens in the global economy; education is just that important.  


There you have it.  What I am asking you to do presents a monumental challenge.  But, if you just inspire one child at a time, I promise you it will be worth it.  If you help just one community, it will be an inspiration to others.  We cannot wait any longer to address these failing schools.  This effort must become a movement, not just a project.  The consequences of failing these children will be devastating to our entire state.  In 2009, the difference in scores for 4th grade reading for African Americans was 26% lower than whites.  In 8th grade reading, it was 24% less.  This is unacceptable.  If our leaders cannot change these numbers, then we must.  It has to be our calling.  Please join me.  Provide the leadership to make your congregation the voice of change and hope for these children in your community.  You can make a difference.  I believe in you that much.
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