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WELCOME BACK TO SCHOOL OPENING ADDRESS  
AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY – AUGUST 12, 2021 

 
Good morning. And today is good on so many levels – especially following such 
amazing, talented students. I wish we could all be together in person but frankly this 
feels right.  
  
Thank you, administrators, and everyone who is watching today. Thank you, Board 
President Gonez, board members, Dr. Duardo, Dr. Ferrer, and all of our special guests. 
Thank you to Michaela Pereira for being our mistress of ceremonies, Principal Favela 
for hosting us at your beautiful school, La Santa Cecilia and the incredible student 
performers. Thank you, thank you, thank you to all staff for what you do every day to 
make the lives of students across Los Angeles better and brighter. 
 
As we prepare to begin the school year, I think all of us know, inside, that this year will 
again be unlike any other. Some of us are eager to get back to normal while others 
believe that normal wasn’t good enough. Regardless, we should be able to agree that 
normal has taken on a new meaning for each of us. It’s important to recognize that what 
we endured as a community, nation and world over the past year-and-a-half changes us 
in fundamental ways. Both big and small. And we are reminded of that fundamental shift 
in our world in sometimes surprising and unexpected places. 
  
For instance, last month, my granddaughter came out to visit and we did all the fun 
touristy things that had been closed before and it felt so good. As we left the Getty Villa, 
though, I was struck by this beautiful wreath of succulents placed in memory of those 
we lost to the pandemic. I wanted to incorporate it in our moment today. It was so 
simple yet so somber and it made me reflect on the families within our own communities 
who lost loved ones to COVID-19. And about the hundreds of thousands of families 
across the nation from whom the last 18 months took so much. That the wreath was 
made of succulents gave me a measure of hope. Succulents survive and thrive in the 
harsh conditions. They are – like humans – resilient. What’s really interesting, though, is 
that scientists believe succulents really started to take off after a major climatic shift 
between 5 and 10 million years ago. They found an opportunity in a changing world and 
they took it. And I think how fitting it is to make a wreath out of succulents to remind us 
that, in unprecedented and challenging times, there can be a new beginning. 
  
And that’s where I want to begin this morning – at our new beginning. In 2020, COVID-
19 controlled so many aspects of our lives and this year we seek to retake the reins. 
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We work to pick up the pieces where there is brokenness and to ensure that bright 
spots shine even brighter. This is what you are going to hear. Transformation is in the 
air. Choosing Los Angeles Unified is the new north star. If we make it so. 
  
We are still very much in the middle of this pandemic, but we know more than we knew 
a year ago and will continue to manage the virus smartly and safely. Safety is intensely 
personal to me because my family understands the grave human toll an airborne 
disease like COVID can cause – and how it does not afflict its horrors evenly. Both my 
mom and dad were raised by their mothers because their fathers both died from 
tuberculosis. Tuberculosis, like we are seeing with COVID today, hit the urban working 
class hardest. At its peak in the 1800s, tuberculosis accounted for 25% of deaths in 
Europe. We learned over time to manage it, to beat it, to live with it.  
  
As a history major, I know that we study history to help us understand the present – 
and to build a better future by making better choices. And we ARE making better 
choices. Our schools are among the safest places for children and teachers to be. Our 
testing protocols are a model for the nation. Our facilities have been thoroughly 
retrofitted to the highest safety standards. 
  
Every leading health expert says that children need to be back in school. We knew that 
intuitively. And the data and the science support it. So do the stories of students like 
Kimberly. Kimberly plays varsity football right here at Garfield High and absolutely loves 
it. She and her entire family had COVID. Because her parents are medically at risk, 
Kimberly was afraid to return to school – or even leave home. After everyone, 
thankfully, recovered, her dad encouraged her to push through her fears and get back 
on the field. Her teammates and her coach supported her at every turn. Kimberly is a 
role model to many girls inspired by her passion and perseverance in a sport 
traditionally for boys. So she not only got back out on the field, but she re-engaged with 
her school and attended class on campus. And she’s so happy she did. 
  
The many lessons we learned during these unprecedented times both force and allow 
us to reevaluate the very proposition of public education. ZIP codes in the communities 
we serve too often predict success and limit access. We’ve all seen it. And the past 18 
months laid those inequities bare for everyone else to see, too. It’s up to us to seize this 
moment. What are the things we must start, stop and continue to propel equity and 
opportunity? 
  
The answers to that question require the right people. They are watching now and 
require the right systems and structures. We are building them. And they require 
resources. For the first time in a long time, resources are plentiful. We have the key 
ingredients. If we are smart and a little brave, we can grab this moment. 
  
But before we get too far down that path, let’s start with an introduction: Who am I? 
  
I rejoined Los Angeles Unified two years ago after having served the district for 10 years 
prior to that. I’m a mom and a grandmother. I’m bi-racial: half Japanese, half Irish. I am 
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a bookworm. I have a strong work ethic. I listen and I collaborate. I lead from my heart 
and make connections, but believe decisions also need to be driven by data. I like to go 
scuba diving with my husband. He balances me.  
 
I am not, strictly speaking, an educator. But I have spent most of my professional life in 
education. Again, I turn to my past for context. My mom was a toddler in Japan during 
the war and her older brothers provided for the younger siblings. Her childhood home 
was destroyed in the bombing raids, her mother, my grandmother was badly burned 
from the incendiary bomb and they were homeless, taken in by neighbors. My dad, a 
country away, was called into the war towards the end and, afterward, the GI bill gave 
him the opportunity get an education and establish a career as an accountant and then 
he rose to run the small manufacturing plant. And so many evenings after work he 
would walk up to the local college and teach accounting classes in their night school 
program. My parents instilled in my sister, my brothers and me a strong work ethic and 
the value of education. 
  
My own career has been spent building adaptable structures and systems that can 
reinvent and reorganize themselves to be even more efficient and relevant. Whether it 
was navigating Los Angeles Unified through the aftermath of the payroll crisis and Great 
Recession or guiding my piece of the Navy, my skill has been – and remains – finding 
opportunity for positive change to meet evolving need. And that is the moment upon us 
now. 
  
I pride myself on creating the space where learning happens. My dream is for every 
school in our district to be considered a top option for all students and families – which 
brings me to the question. 
 
Where are we?  
 
The pandemic forced us to look in the mirror and see what decades of disinvestment 
and neglect had wrought. We know that the negative effects on learning and isolation 
were not uniformly felt. Infection and mortality rates were many times higher in working 
class neighborhoods than richer ones. 
  
As a young woman, I spent a year in Japan as an assistant English teacher in middle 
school and senior high. I was the only non-native in a town and I didn’t speak Japanese. 
I reflected on how my mother felt in the United States, not comfortable with English as a 
second language. Or, now, how our families feel, in a culture that overlooks them, 
despite their richness. I learned that you don’t know someone unless you walk in their 
shoes. And not to underestimate the power, strength and beauty that is forged in facing 
challenges - when we persevere and adapt. Students, families and staff everywhere are 
still healing and recovering – physically, mentally, emotionally.  
 
We have the opportunity – and an obligation – to demonstrate what a high-quality public 
education can do and be each and every day. And what it makes possible. We have 44 
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communities making this happen. We have students at the center of everything that we 
do. Schools are at the heart of our communities.  We are bold and embrace innovation. 
We are a place where people thrive, and equity is the lens we view every step we take.  
  
We had a family this past year with five students in elementary and middle school living 
in a studio apartment – one big room with a kitchenette and a bathroom. Every school 
day, the kids gathered around a single table. But they were all having trouble 
connecting to Schoology. Nothing was working. We walked them through every option 
the help center could think of – all without success. So then the Community of Schools 
Operations Coordinator Enrique Perez went with a Tech Aid Jeancarlo Madrigal from 
one of the schools to the home. They worked together to get every one of the five 
students on Schoology and connected to their schools. 
  
The challenges so many of our students face are daunting. But we are undaunted in our 
commitment to help them overcome. It’s a commitment built on trust. 
  
Flor, is an 11th grader at Nava College Prep Academy in the Historic Central Avenue 
Community of Schools. She had to take responsibility for her younger siblings when 
both parents contracted COVID-19 and her dad was hospitalized. She stopped logging 
in to classes and her grades, which were usually very good, started slipping and she 
was failing Algebra. Her counselor, Ana Flores, reached out to the family. They were 
receptive since Ana had been her second grade teacher and had a relationship with the 
family. Another staff member, Shina Yael, secured counseling. School staff provided 
extra time on assignments and there was a refocus on subject mastery. Flor finished 
algebra with an A and is starting her senior year with a clear path to graduation. 
  
So who are we?  
 
You’re familiar with the adage about something being a marathon, and not a sprint. But 
in an organization, it’s more like a relay. We are a part of a team. Each of us must 
always be ready and willing both to accept the baton and to pass it forward. The baton 
is in our hands and public education is an opportune place to be right now. Like those 
succulents, we live in a changed world. 
  
Growing a culture is not a project or a pilot; it is a mindset. We must all collaborate 
towards our vision. Continue to build on our communities of schools. Communicate for 
success by embracing new learnings, technology and innovation. We must nurture and 
support each other.  Create stability while we move and improve.  
  
We have a leadership structure in our schools, communities of schools, and local 
districts that can look forward into the future while drawing on experiences of the past. 
Everyone in education plays a role from the teachers to the amazing classified staff: 
bus drivers, cafeteria workers, custodians, front office staff, IT support technicians, plant 
managers and every single person in our schools. 
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Parents and students can feel this continuity, this systemic stability. It’s only when you 
have that stability – and trust – that deep, meaningful, sustainable change is possible.   
When we are united by a common goal of wanting the very best for each of our students 
– and we support each other toward that goal – it is within our reach to make every 
school a top choice for the communities it serves. 
  
I know that sounds hopeful, maybe even a little audacious. People do not usually go 
into public education unless they are hopeful by nature. I did not go into public 
education without hope and I did not take this role as Interim Superintendent without a 
deep belief in all of us – together. Hope is our business. We instill it. We share it. We 
embrace it. And we see it in the face of every child. 
  
When we talk about a multigenerational team, it includes our students and their families 
– and nothing brings that home quite like the story of Johnathan, a 12th grader at UCLA 
Community School. He started in 2009 as a kindergartener. He lost his grandmother to 
COVID-19 and his entire family became sick. His dad lost his job and the family feared 
they would lose their apartment. School staff became aware of the situation and 
activated the UCLA Community School Mutual Aid response team, a fund set up by 
staff/teachers/community partners to support families in need during the pandemic. 
Johnathan also received support from his academic counselor Ms. Cesare, the 
coordinator Ms. Kang, and Ms. Bailey, the Psychiatric Social Worker. That’s an amazing 
mobilization, but here’s where it really hits home.  
 
This student was involved with decision-making bodies at the school and spearheaded 
the budget process to ensure that socio-emotional support would be prioritized for 
students/families/staff this school year. He conducted a research project that included 
surveying and interviewing students about the impact of the pandemic on them. This 
whole process helped him realize the importance of community and of including 
students’ experiences and voices at all levels of the school. Although he says “I am not 
the same student you have known” he is sharing his gifts by designing and preparing 
summer retreats for incoming 9th and 10th graders. His goal is to create a welcoming 
environment that eases the transition to in-person instruction for all. Wow! 
  
What do we want?  
 
We want to become the place all kids, parents and employees choose to be a part of. 
As in the powerful words of Della, the inspirational student poet we heard from today, 
that all students feel: “I refuse to leave another classroom without placing a thank you in 
my teacher’s palm; Without remembering that learning is a privilege.” But we know – as 
adults – that the blessing of public education is that it is also a right. And every child has 
the right to be in the best possible school environment and receive the highest quality 
education possible. 
  
We will measure our success through narrowing divides – our results should reflect that 
all students regardless of household income, race, home language and special need 
are learning, achieving and thriving. This is what you are going to hear. Transformation 
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is in the air. We are on the brink of a new beginning and nothing is more hopeful than a 
beginning. I am humbled to begin this new beginning with each of you and all of you, 
together. Choosing Los Angeles Unified is the new north star. If we make it so. If we 
take this moment. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 


