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Good evening.  I am honored to be here.  Thank you, Mollie, for the warm introduction.

Thank you for coming together to honor the vision and values of City Year Boston and recognize the “Power of Red.”

City Year Boston is helping us to build a better city, a better Commonwealth and a better country for the next generation.  Corps members serve all across the city working to recreate Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s so-called Beloved Community.  I see you in our schools, our neighborhoods, our parks, our community centers organizing service projects, mentoring, inspiring and teaching our youth and bringing your enthusiasm and can-do spirit to everything you do.  
City Year Boston has been a partner in Project 351 – a service initiative that began as part of my second Inaugural – but has grown to be a rising star in the non-profit world.  Project 351 brings together 8th grade students, or Ambassadors as we call them, from every single city and town in the Commonwealth for a day of service. 
I’d like to take a moment to recognize Project 351’s Executive Director Carolyn Casey for her leadership, her wisdom, and her undying enthusiasm to unite our 351 communities to serve together.  Congratulations on another year, of success.  She, too, would acknowledge how Central City Year has been to our success. 

This January, we hosted the second class of Ambassadors at the State House for a day of service in honor of Martin Luther King Jr.  The Ambassadors came from all across the Commonwealth to unite in the spirit of service.  Many of them had never travelled to Boston, most had never been inside the State House and none of them had ever been inside a room with peers from every city and town in the Commonwealth spanning from Williamstown to Nantucket.

Corps members welcomed students with open arms, with cheers, with secret handshakes, and led service groups to paint murals, pack backpacks, sort donations and much more.  At the end of the day, when we came together in the Great Hall – which, by the way, has a flag from every city and town in the Commonwealth – we had built a community in a day.  Just one day.  I’d especially like to thank all the Corp members that made that day one of the best I’ve had in office – twice.  

You would think that one day of service a year would be enough – but these young people have been inspired to do more.  Ambassadors from over 60 cities and towns participated in “Spring Greening” drives for Earth Day – taking ownership and responsibility for their communities – and I hear there are more projects to come.  As Ambassador Sarah Murphy from Braintree said, “I know that if we all work together to help others, we can help make our little corner of the world a better place, and I’m so glad to be a part of it.”  
If you have any doubts, let me tell you about just one story.  
Orchard Gardens is a school in Roxbury that a few years back was chronically underperforming on every measure.  Its record was poor, its spirit was broken, and its reputation was a wreck; no matter how bad things were in other urban schools in the city, people would say, “at least we’re not Orchard Gardens.”  


With the help of a whole host of new rules and tools we enacted in the Achievement Gap Act in 2010, the school is turning itself around.  They extended the school day by an hour and a half and filled it with experiential learning, art, exercise and music.  The head of pediatric psychology from a local hospital comes to the school to consult with faculty and parents on the toughest personal situations in students’ home lives.  They even introduced school uniforms.  With the critical help of City Year, they have improved attendance, re-engaged parents and mentored young people in very personal, high-impact ways.

In less than a year, proficiency measures at Orchard Gardens had improved 70 percent.  Seven months – every child has the potential to reach his or her potential and it was a living example.  And I was excited by that example.  


And as I was leaving, the purposeful new principal said, “I have a surprise for you.”  And there, all organized, were these first graders and their loving teacher of some twenty-plus years.  She had them stand and recite a poem for me and it was fantastic.  I applauded and it was time to go, but she said, “not yet.”


And then she had them recite the “I have a dream speech,” by Dr. Martin Luther King.  And I was overcome, as I always am, by the special power of that poetry.  And I applauded.  And I said, “It’s time to go.”


And she said, “not yet.”  And then she asked them questions.  “What does creed mean?  What does justice mean?  Where is Stone Mountain?”


And the hands shot up, they couldn’t wait to answer.  And what she was showing me is that she had taught them to understand what they had memorized.  To understand it.  Seven years old.


This year the first graders came up to the State House in January to do it again for our Project 351 day of service.  Then, in February, they went to Washington on what was for most of them their first flight on an airplane – and recited for the President of the United States. 

Watching them run around the South Lawn, burning off nervous energy while they waited, or gawking at the unfamiliar splendor of the interiors, or asking where the bathroom is, or staring in bug-eyed disbelief when President Obama entered the Diplomatic Reception Room, they could have been any 6 or 7-year old.  And yet, I am certain that they felt important that day simply because someone made them feel worthy.  It was extraordinary that someone was the president of the United States.  But what matters most is that someone made them feel worthy.  They could have been any 6 or 7-year old.  They should be every 6 or 7-year old.
These are the lives City Year is changing and you here are helping them change.  Thanks for that….
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