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Thank you, Principal Linkholer, for that warm welcome and for inviting me to be part of your big day.  It is good to be back again, but I wish I hadn’t had cause to come out here so often in the last week.  But even with all the turbulence that we have been through in a week’s time, we still have this ceremony as a kind of grounding, shared experience.  And I am so honored to be able to a part of it.  
You are some incredibly impressive young people.  90% of you are going on to more advanced education and almost every single one of you has a plan for what’s next. Congratulations. That is no mean feat and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. That you have taken your education and determination into your own hands at such a young age is highly commendable and, trust me, it will pay off down the road. 

I understand the power of education because it transformed my life at an early age.  I grew upon the Southside of Chicago.  I lived there on welfare, grew up with my grandparents, my mother and sister, in my grandparent’s two bedroom tenement and my mother, sister, and I shared one of those bedrooms and a set of bunk beds.  So we’d go from the top bunk, to the bottom bunk, to the floor every third night.

 I went to big and broken, under-resourced and sometimes violent public schools.  But we had a community.  Because those were times when every child was under the jurisdiction of every single adult on the block.  If you messed up down the street in front of Ms. Jones, she’d go upside your head as if you were hers and then call home, so you got it two times.  
I think what those adults were trying to get across to us was that this was a community.  And that membership in a community is understanding the stake that each of us have not just in our own dreams and our own struggles, but in our neighbors’ as well.
That sense of community is what I have tried to recapture in Massachusetts as Governor.  It’s what you’ve learned from your parents or maybe your grandparents - that old-fashioned idea that it’s up to us each of us, in our time, to do what we can to leave our Commonwealth a little better than we found for those who come after us.  

I know you understand that.  Because you’ve lived it this past week.  We all saw a community come together in Monson, and across the region, over the past week in a way that has reminded all of us what it means to be part of a larger community and uphold that responsibility to our neighbors.  

When devastating tornadoes hurtled through Monson almost exactly one week ago from this very moment, the Monson High School Class of 2011 were our first responders.  You were on the streets of Monson providing the immediate relief and dearly-needed assistance almost before the storm clouds had even cleared.  You demonstrated charity, big-heartedness, compassion and, most of all, heroism.  


Class President Alex Joseph is one of those heroes.  He and his family lost his home last week -- fortunately they are all safe.  But it didn’t slow Alex down one bit.  He called Principal Linkholer up the next morning to check in on plans for graduation and offered to help out. 

Valerie DeCristoforo, our valedictorian, is a hero.  Valerie’s one of a triplet (so her mother’s a hero as well!) and she and her two sisters got together last week after the tornado, bought sandwich fixings with their own money, made sandwiches at home and delivered them by hand to the victims and relief workers in the community.   


Kelly Slozak, whose house is on Bethany Road.  Most of her home is still there -- her family was one of the lucky ones.  Many of her neighbors’ homes were completely leveled and she has been busy this past week helping each of them out. 


And Laura Sauriol who created the Monson Tornado Watch 2011 Facebook page that has become the online hub for organizing community relief efforts.  It has been the compass of this community for 7 days now and we are all in debt to her innovation.  

Amazing, inspiring graduates.  And they are the stories that I hear again and again in every community affected by last week’s storms and across Western Massachusetts.  In the wake of last tragedy we may be left wondering: why?  Why us?  But we cannot help but be struck by the incredible fortitude of our neighbors and the bravery of ordinary people called to respond to extraordinary occasions in the service of their community.  That, to me, is the enduring lesson of last week’s tragedy.  And it’s a sentiment that I hope you all will take with you as you graduate.  
With the help of people like Alex and Valerie and Laura and Kelly and all of you here today, we will rebuild and we will recover together, as one Commonwealth-wide family.  We always have.  My Administration and Lt. Governor Murray will be behind you the whole way to help you and your families help yourselves and get back on your feet.    
In the Commonwealth of Massachusetts I want a community – a healthy, safe, working, optimistic community, where people understand that we have a stake in each other.  We started rebuilding that 4 years ago, and we kept right on building through the worst economic collapse in living memory.  And we will keep on through these most recent challenges to build a better, stronger Commonwealth for us all. 
Thank you for inviting me here.  As my grandmother would say, “look at you now!”  I am so proud of all of you.  May God bless you all and congratulations.  
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