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MIAMI-DADE SCHOOLS

Carvalho not on ballot but stands to win big

Miami-Dade Superintendent Alberto Carvalho staked his prestige on voters approving a $1.2 billion bond issue to fix
schools. The bet looks like it’s about to pay off.

BY LAURA ISENSEE lisensee@MiamiHerald.com

One of Miami-Dade’s smoothest politicians just might persuade tax-weary voters to OK a $1.2 billion bond issue to
finance school and technology upgrades, repaid with property taxes.

And he’s not even elected.

For many voters and local politicians, their support of the bond boils down to Superintendent Alberto Carvalho and
his record managing the nation’s fourth-largest school district.

“The superintendent is, in essence, the public face and the candidate,” said Fernand Amandj, a political consultant.
“He’s leveraging his record and the trust he’s built with the community and his job rating to secure passage ... The
bond issue is, yes, for the schools, but the driving force of it is Superintendent Carvalho.”

The bond is likely to pass, according to a recent poll for The Miami Herald. Miami-Dade Mayor Carlos Gimenez,
Hialeah Mayor Carlos Hernandez and Miami City Commissioner Francis Suarez have endorsed the measure.

Carvalho said it’s not about him, but the “face of countless children.”

But if the bond passes, whither Carvalho?

“The natural next step would be to look for an opportunity for leadership whether it’s in this community or in some
other capacity,” Amandi said.

Many parents and observers know Carvalho could move to the national education stage or try for political office. He
declined last year to apply for a position with the U.S. Department of Education. His name has been polled as a
candidate for county mayor and had “very high” approval rating, said School Board member Car-los Curbelo.

A win on the bond would add to other coups: balancing the budget in lean times, unifying a formerly acrimonious
board and winning the Broad Prize, the nation’s top education award.

Carvalho maintains he will stay as schools chief until he achieves four big goals, including a 100 percent graduation
rate and erasing the digital divide. He said he is not envisioning a political run “at this point.”

“I know folks have polled my name. If | had wanted to leverage that [ would have done it,” he said. “When folks are
planning their next big step because they’'ve accumulated a number of successes, they are dooming the progress and
sustainability of reform efforts they have achieved, and I'm not about to do that.”

Carvalho, 48, built his career in Miami-Dade, rising from science teacher to schools chief, working as a lobbyist along
the way.

Born in Lisbon, Portugal, Carvalho left at age 17 and went to Fort Lauderdale, with little money, knowing little
English.

He worked construction, cooked and waited tables to pay for classes at Broward Community College. In 1988, he
enrolled at Barry University on a premed track. But after landing a teaching job at Miami Jack-son Senior High, he
never left education.

Carvalho became superintendent in 2008, and his $275,000 annual contract extends to 2015. That would be longer
than the average superintendent’s tenure of five to six years, according to a 2007 study by the National Council of
Professors of Educational Administration.

One controversy on his record is from 2008. Quickly after the School Board ousted his boss, Rudy Crew, the board
selected him in a divided vote 5-3 to fill in. Carvalho, who had a competing offer from Pinellas County, said he would
not accept a temporary post.

Days after he started, a series of emails surfaced implying a romantic relationship between the married Carvalho and
the then-Miami Herald education reporter, Tania deLuzuriaga, which would have raised judgment and conflict-of-
interest issues. Carvalho denied the allegations and district officials have said they could not authenticate the emails.

That controversy has faded, and the public perception of the Miami-Dade County Public Schools has shifted from
dark to rosy.



“The superintendent has really turned things around,” said Sharon Wat-son, president of the Miami-Dade County
Council of PTA/PTSAs. She waited at Miami International Airport to surprise Carvalho as he returned from the Broad
Prize ceremony in New York City: “It’s like welcoming back the Super Bowl team.”

In many ways, Carvalho acts like a politician. He understands local politics, unlike his old boss, Crew. He speaks off
the cuff about policy and rattles off statistics. He chooses his words carefully, tailored to the audience and with an
inspirational arc. He greets voters at the polls. He even reminds board members to watch their words because “we are
the candidate.”

“I think he’s done really well,” said School Board member Raquel Regalado, who has joined him on the campaign
trail. She added it’s not a “pure election,” but there is that “vulnerability” of being rejected.

Education observer Brian Peterson recently wrote in an email newsletter how Carvalho has a knack for giving board
members enough of what they want to keep unity: “So we credit Carvalho with being a smart, successful politician. If
he can win the school bond referendum on top of the Broad Prize, he is golden,” Peterson wrote. “If Carvalho is golden,
then we would like him to take over as county mayor and to merge the school system and the county.”

Carvalho capitalized on the prize for the bond campaign. Arriving at the Miami airport, he flexed his muscles as he
entered Concourse D and told reporters the award was another reason voters should support the bond. The next day,
he hit the local media circuit, including a stop at Versailles on Calle Ocho, and brought the trophy to an interview on
Spanish-language America TeVe Channel 41.

Bond or no bond, the job of a superintendent is more political than it may seem, said Sean Foreman, a political
science professor at Barry University. The chief must advocate with state and federal governments, deal with
constituents and the board and understand policy.

“Mr. Carvalho is a political animal,” Foreman said, citing his communication skills and understanding of education
dynamics.

The bond campaign has put those skills on display, especially his communication savvy.

Carvalho can make the pitch in English and in Spanish and tell Haitian-Creole speakers the bond is “pour les
enfants.”

At a media tour of Hialeah Senior High and its cracks and water damage, Hialeah and Miami Springs politicians
sweated in the humid, open-air hallway until Carvalho arrived late. (He squeezed in a “desperately needed” haircut.)
He teased Mayor Carlos Hernandez, a 1979 graduate of Hialeah High, that they had questions about what was in his
old locker. Explaining his support for the bond, Hernandez cited Carvalho and the board.

“They have done an incredible job. [ know people worry about the past. I'm very confident in what’s been said today
in how it’s going to be done,” Hernandez said. “I'm going to go out there and be a wingman for the superintendent.”

Carvalho also managed to ease potential opposition from the black community, concerned about equity in
construction and contracts to black businesses. After a tense forum in September at New Birth Baptist Church in
North Dade, Carvalho invoked President Barack Obama and told people that, like the president, he shouldn’t be
blamed for inherited problems.

The district’s advisory group for minority- and women-owned businesses hashed out a new business policy, which
Carvalho got approved by the board.

Privately, he met with a small group of black elected leaders at a Biscayne Boulevard restaurant. The next day,
officials, including County Commissioner Audrey Edmonson, Miami Gardens Mayor Oliver Gilbert and state Sen. Oscar
Bray-nan, attended a live radio broadcast and tour at Miami Norland Senior High.

The tense questions from New Birth faded. On a live broadcast, the church’s leader, the Rev. Victor Curry, endorsed
the bond and praised not only Carvalho, but the school’s cookies. The staff quickly delivered a fresh batch, with milk.

Miami Herald staff writer Patricia Mazzei contributed to this report.

ON A ROLL: Alberto Carvalho celebrated in New York City Oct. 23 when it was announced that Miami-Dade schools
had won the prestigious Broad Prize.



