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I want to begin with a story about my family, of our youngest daughter Katherine and her graduation from high school last spring.  When I sat at her graduation, swelling with pride like every other parent, I couldn’t help but reflect on the difference between her journey to that milestone, and my own to a similar milestone more than 30 years before.

I grew up on the south side of Chicago, most of that time on welfare.  I lived there with my mother, my sister and my grandparents in a two-bedroom tenement.  My mother, sister and I shared one of those bedrooms and a set of bunk beds, so we would rotate from the top bunk to the bottom bunk to the floor, every third night on the floor.  I went to broken, over-crowded, under-resourced, and sometimes violent public schools.  I can’t think of a time when I didn’t enjoy reading, but I don’t ever remember actually owning a book.  I got my own bed for the first time in my life when I came east on a scholarship to Milton Academy in 1970.  It was like landing on a different planet.

Now Katherine, by contrast, has always had her own room, most of that time in the leafy neighborhood where I used to deliver newspapers as a student at Milton.  By the time she got to high school, she had already traveled on three continents; she knew how to pronounce and use a “concierge;” and she had shaken hands in the White House with the President of the United States.

When Katherine was 5 years old, her kindergarten class was studying the changes in the seasons, and her homework assignment one night was to describe the four seasons to Mom and Dad.  She proceeded to describe in accurate detail her several visits to the Four Seasons Hotel here in Washington.  She said, “First you drive up and the doorman takes your car.”  5 years old!

One generation. One generation and the circumstances of my life and family were profoundly transformed.  That story is not unlike many of yours in this room.  And though that story is still not told often enough, it is told more often in this country than any other place on earth.  That is the American Story.

For most of us, that story was made possible by a good education, great opportunities to work and develop our skills, and adults who involved themselves in our lives in key moments and ways.

That is our agenda here in Massachusetts: schools, jobs and civic engagement.  Because I believe that is the agenda for giving another generation of young people a chance to live the American story – the agenda that will enhance our Culture of Opportunity here in Massachusetts.
I am proud to say that in a little more than a year we are making very strong progress.  

Last year Massachusetts students took top scores in all four categories
 measured on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the so-called “national report card.”
The Massachusetts economy has continued to create jobs even though the national economy is trending downward.  
Thanks to our new health care reform initiative, approximately 340,000 adults and children who were unenrolled have coverage today, and have access to quality, affordable primary care.

We have invested more money and new ideas in education, transportation, housing, public safety, arts and culture, and clean energy technology than any administration in a long time, in some cases more than ever in history.  

And yet the state of our Commonwealth – and of this Nation -- is far better for some than for others.  

Though our scores are high, so are dropout rates in many schools, and achievement gaps persist.

Yes, we have added many new jobs, but there are 125,000 people looking for work in Massachusetts who lack the skills to do the 90,000 jobs that remain unfilled.

Too much talent and too many bright futures were lost last year to gun and gang violence.

Too many young families and seniors are still being pushed out of their homes by extreme adjustments in mortgage rates.

Some parents in cities find it hard to dream about college for their kids, while other parents in suburbs have nightmares about how to pay for college for theirs.

In Massachusetts and America, the poor are in terrible shape.  And the middle class are one month away from being poor, and deeply anxious about it.

I do not believe that government can or should undertake to solve every problem in everybody’s life.  But I do believe that government has a role to play in helping people help themselves.
And yet better policies, as important as those are, will not be enough.  We need a renewed sense of community.

In that South Side Chicago neighborhood I grew up in, there were many things we did not have.  But we did have a community.  That was a time when every child was under the jurisdiction of every adult on the block.  If you messed up in front of Ms. Jones’ front porch, she would straighten you out as if you were hers – and then call home, so you would get it twice.

I think what those adults were trying to show us was that they had a stake in us, and that expected us to understand the stake we had in each other.  That is a community: understanding and acting upon the stake we have in our neighbors’ dreams and struggles, as well as our own.  Seeing our shared responsibility for bringing about a shared prosperity. 
And that could not come a moment too soon.  
I went out to visit the Holland School in the Dorchester neighborhood of Boston last spring.  A few weeks before, a young woman who was visiting her family from out of town was shot and killed.  And a couple of weeks after that, an 11-year-old boy found a .44 caliber pistol in the neighborhood and brought it into the classroom.  The neighborhood was understandably in an uproar.  And so we called a meeting of adults, so that the Mayor and I could listen to some of their ideas about ways we could help, and share some of our own.

The meeting convened at the end of the school day, as the kids were leaving the building, heading to their buses or the walk home.  I had a minute or two alone in the principal’s office to look over my notes and collect my thoughts before the meeting began.  You know how you sometimes realize you’re being watched?  When I looked up, there outside the window were a dozen or more little Black boys and girls, about this size, backpacks on, beaming, waving, all excited.

When I look into their eyes, the excitement I see is not for the history we made last year, but for the history they have yet to make; not my chance, but theirs.

And I see that look – of anticipation and hope – in the eyes of kids everywhere I go.

There is a whole generation watching and waiting -- some of you here perhaps -- to see whether we see our stake in their future – and act like it.  And I say let them look to us – to you and to me – and let us overcome our fear, recommit to the stake we have in one another, and learn to live by that old adage that “we are more than our brother’s keeper; on this earth, we are his savior, just as he is ours.”

Thank you.

�Please check with Sydney’s team.  These scores were relegated to certain disciplines.  For example, we were third in Writing.
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