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Thank you Josiane, for that wonderful introduction and for your exceptional leadership. Thank you MIRA for inviting me here this evening. I am humbled by this honor. 

Few topics are as important, as compelling or as inspiring as the integration of immigrants into mainstream American life.  

As everyone here knows, the immigrant story is deeply rooted in the American story.  It's not a recent chapter in that story either.  We were a Nation of immigrants from the start, what Walt Whitman called a "teeming Nation of nations."  Immigrants have always enriched and enlivened America.

Our nation is the only nation in human history not organized around a common language or religion or even culture.  Instead, we are organized around certain civic values. And we have defined these values over time and through struggle as equality, opportunity and fair play.   Because these values transcend race, ethnicity, religion and other differences, because they defy dogma, we have always been a beacon for seekers and strivers from around the world.

It deeply troubles me that much of today’s immigration debate is sour.  The language is often toxic and dehumanizing, riddled with intolerance and even racism.  It’s also widely detached from the facts.

Here are some facts: 

We have 38 million people born in other countries living in the United States.  Some are citizens.  Some – like my own son-in-law -- are here on green cards.  They are working, paying taxes, serving in the military, creating jobs, innovating, discovering, raising families.

Their role in the economy can’t be underestimated.     
Immigrants co-founded 26 percent of the biotech companies in our state.  Go to Wall Street.  Forty percent of all publicly traded venture-backed companies in high tech manufacturing are started by immigrants.  Those numbers translate into American jobs. 

For every 100 STEM workers who came to the U.S. for advanced degrees, 262 American workers are employed. 
 Disaggregate the STEM factor, and even the U.S. advanced degree, and 100 immigrant workers still produce 44 American jobs.  That’s good for America.

Immigrants fill labor gaps in every sector.  By 2030, 76 million baby boomers will leave the workforce.  Only 46 million native-born Americans will join it.  Do the math.  We need immigrants.

Thankfully, in Washington we are getting closer to comprehensive immigration reform, and the American people are paying close attention. 

The centerpiece of any agreement has to be a clearly defined path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants.  And this path must be earned.  That means undocumented immigrants have to pay taxes and penalties, pass national security and criminal background checks, learn English and get in line behind legal immigrants waiting for citizenship.

But even those channels need reform.  Getting a visa to come to the US today takes too long and is too unpredictable. That needs fixing. Let’s also make it easier for talent to stay…conduct research…create businesses…employ Americans.  I like the President’s image of “stapling” green cards to the diplomas of science, technology, engineering and math Ph.D. and master’s graduates at U.S. universities.  Let’s make it easier to keep families together – including same sex couples – by eliminating backlogs.  And let’s pass the DREAM Act, so kids brought here by their parents, and only know America as their home, can have the same opportunities as those born here.  That’s morally right…and exquisitely aligned with our country’s civic values. 
The President’s decision last year to defer deportation of undocumented children brought here by their parents is a great example.  That change in federal policy enabled our Board of Higher Education, under existing state law, to start offering these students the same tuition rates at our public universities as their peers.  If they grew up here…went to school here…and matured into responsible college applicants, then I believe they should have the same access as everybody else to the next rung on the education ladder – the rung that will lead to productive citizenship.   

The notion that in this country you can imagine a better future for yourself and your family, and then reach for it, is central to American Dream.  It’s the Dream of pilgrims who came to the American wilderness in search of religious freedom; of immigrants who fled oppression in search of a chance to flourish; of your parents and grandparents who scraped and sacrificed so you wouldn’t have to struggle as hard as they did. 

We can’t be overcome by the toxic immigration debate and lose faith in the American Dream.  And we can’t forget that we all have a responsibility to preserve that Dream for others and pass it on.

I never tire of hearing stories of the American Dream.  Carmen Arce left her family in Mexico to come here for graduate school.  She studied law and diplomacy.  She worked hard.  She met a nice guy.  They married and started a family.  She works for me now as head of personnel and administration in my office.

Just the other day, Carmen took her citizenship test.  She was given 10 random questions.  The second one made her giggle:  “Who is the Governor of your state?”

Needless to say, she got the answer right.  But the moment was not lost on her.  Seven years after arriving here, Carmen has built a new life.  She knows that whether we are here by birth…by boat…or even by the brutality of slavery, the American Dream is more than the stuff of legend or folklore.  It is real.  It is Carmen’s story.  It’s mine. And it’s yours.  

MIRA is an incredible partner in the work that we do to create an inclusive Commonwealth I look forward to our continued work together.  

Thank you again for this honor, and enjoy your evening. 
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