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First Lady Visits Naval Station San Diego

By JO1(SW) Scott Sutherland, Naval Station San Diego Public Affairs

NAVAL STATION SAN DIEGO – Asking service members here to “consider another challenge after you get out of the service – teaching in classrooms,” First Lady Laura Bush made her first official White House public appearance Fri., March 23, to advocate her primary interest – education – and to highlight the Troops to Teacher Program (TTP).

With USS Shiloh (CG-67) and USS Decatur (DDG-73) as a backdrop, the First Lady spoke to over 1,000 Sailors and Marines about starting a second career in teaching.

“You answered the call to serve your country in the finest Armed Forces in the world,” Mrs. Bush said. “As you prepare to leave the military, we ask you to turn your attention to the home front, to Uncle Sam’s classrooms, where we need your service as teachers. America’s schoolchildren need you, and I’m here to enlist, or rather, re-enlist your help through the Troops to Teachers Program.”

TTP was originally established in 1994 to give service members and DoD and Department of Energy civilian employees affected by military down-sizing new opportunities to pursue new careers in public education.

 “Over the next 10 years, schools in our country will have to hire thousands of teachers to keep up with our growing student population,” she said. “As many of you know already, there’s a teacher shortage, particularly in under-served, inner city, and rural areas. As we confront this need, we turn to former military personnel for their help. My husband thought I was kidding when I told him I was going to call in the military. But he supports me 100 percent, and he supports you 100 percent.”

Last December, Congress passed a bill providing $3 million for fiscal year (FY)-01 to fund the Department of Defense program. But Mrs. Bush said President Bush hopes to boost that figure to $30 million. The funding will maintain the network of each state’s Troops to Teachers Placement Assistance Offices. The Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Educational Support (DANTES) manages TTP.

“Troops to Teachers is designed especially for you, as you move from the battleships to the blackboards as America’s newest teachers,” said the First Lady. 

The transitional program helps former service members earn their teaching credentials. Once  certified, Troops to Teachers will help them find teaching positions in their home states, or wherever they decide to live, after retirement.

“We’re looking for the best and brightest minds to serve in our classrooms,” she continued. “We want people like you, who have qualities that make excellent teachers – an ability to thrive on overcoming challenges, a drive to achieve results, and a commitment to reaching every goal you set.”

Nearly 4,000 former service members have joined the ranks as teachers under the Troops to Teachers Program. Mrs. Bush said many of them have science, math and engineering degrees, “disciplines and subjects that our children and our schools definitely need.

“Beyond that, you’re tremendous role models, with a sense of duty, honor and country that our children need to emulate,” she said. “The challenge is different, but the reward is great.”

One of the many Sailors in attendance during the First Lady’s visit, Gunner’s Mate 3rd Class Heather Scott, a crewmember aboard USS Howard (DDG-83) and a native of Jacksonville, Fla., wants to be a teacher when she gets out of the Navy. She was impressed with Mrs. Bush’s appearance here.

“I’m quite amazed that she was interested in coming to San Diego to promote the Troops to Teachers Program,” she said. “I was impressed that she took the time to talk to Sailors.”

If she were able to get some one-on-one time with the First Lady, Scott would ask her to consider having “more schools instead of less schools.”

The First Lady said her commitment and role in the Troops to Teachers Program is to make sure no child is left behind. “This naval station is a training ground,” Mrs. Bush continued. “Skills are sharpened and refined here. Men and women become true leaders here, and when you’re not deployed, you’re teaching and learning from one another. It’s this kind of duty that translates into a career in teaching.”

Mrs. Bush introduced retired Marine Sergeant Major Anthony Reese as a “product of the Troops to Teachers Program.” A fourth grade teacher at Audubon Elementary School in San Diego, Reese said his 30 years in the military allows him to do some things in the classroom that he wouldn’t otherwise have experienced.

“The value of my active-duty experience allowed me to take my leadership qualities into the classroom,” he said, “and with that, to produce quality students. I’ve been a teacher all my life, so I was able to deal with people, understand people, and care for them, with a firm but fair hand. I think we bring that into the classroom, and I think our children really appreciate that.”

The director of Naval Station San Diego’s Naval College Office, Raymond Sayre of Buffalo, N.Y., encourages Sailors and Marines to drop by Navy College, where his staff will give one-on-one counseling and assist them in getting into the program.

“There’s a need for teachers in grades K through 12,” said Sayre. “We have two university-level teaching programs here. We’ll help people choose the area which they want to teach, but they have to choose what state they want to be certified in.”

The placement assistance offices were established in 24 states to assist participants with both certification requirements and employment leads.

Mrs. Bush concluded her remarks by saying that Sen. John McCain (Rep.-Ariz.) is a strong proponent of the Troops to Teachers Program, because “he understands, so well, the vital role that retired service members can play in our schools, and the leadership skills they can bring to our classrooms, and to our children.”

For more information, contact the CNRSW Newsdesk at (619) 532-1431.
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