 
Good morning. I am Dr. Reginald Mayo, the superintendent of schools, and I am so happy to be able to speak to all of you today. 


I’m here to talk to you about the importance of going to college and how college will change your life.  And to tell you how college didn’t just change my life. It saved my life. 

But more about that later. 
Right now, I want to tell you about a tremendous opportunity, an opportunity that will change your life for the better if you take it. 

I’m talking about New Haven Promise.  New Haven Promise is just that, a promise. If you get good grades, stay out of trouble, attend school and help your community, New Haven Promise will pay some or all of your college tuition.  That’s right, the possibility of free college. You do all those things and you will earn a chance at a free college education. 

I want you students to understand what an amazing opportunity this is. Because college is the way to a better life. A good job. More money. A nicer place to live. And most important of all, pride and dignity. A college degree is the ticket to success. 

I should know because the Reggie Mayo you see today is the result of college. Like a lot of you, I never dreamed I would go to college. But thanks to caring people, my mother and a high school guidance counselor, I went to college. After I graduated, I kept going.  I got a masters and two doctorates, enabling me to stand before you today as Dr. Reginald Mayo, superintendent of schools. Because of college, I get to do what I truly love: educate kids.
I was born in Richmond, Virginia in 1944. I grew up in a public housing project.  My mother raised my older sister and brother and me on public assistance. 

Even for the projects, we were poor. We had no car, no TV, not even a telephone. The Mayos were the last ones to get just about everything. 

But thanks to my mother, we always had what we needed. That woman knew how to stretch a dollar. She never bought anything we couldn’t afford or didn’t truly need. She saved my older brother’s clothes, fixed them and I wore them.

 Here’s a story about how thrifty my mother was.  When the ice cream man came by, she would give me 5 cents – about 40 cents today – to buy a Popsicle. It was one of those with the two sticks that you can break in half. I’d have to bring the Popsicle back to her and she’d snap off one stick and put it in the freezer for the next day. 
My mother wasn’t just good with money. She kept the cleanest house in the project. Every weekend, she put us to work doing a “deep clean” – dusting, scrubbing, straightening.  She would wax the floors until you could see your face in them. 
And she always made sure we looked our best and took care of our things. We went to school in starched, ironed shirts, khakis and dress shoes, no jeans or sneakers. She made us change into our play clothes as soon as we got home. We might not have had the best clothes, but they were the cleanest and the neatest. 

But most important of all, she loved us. She always had time for us. We always ate together and spent time together. She was an excellent parent.

Out back of our building, there was a playground and beyond that were railroad tracks and a hill.  If you climbed that hill, you could see down into another neighborhood. It wasn’t a housing project. It had single family homes with cars out front. 

Starting about 5th grade, I used to walk up that hill and look down into that neighborhood. Doctors and lawyers lived down there. These were blacks. These weren’t white folk. These folks were different. They had more. Seeing my mom struggle made me want to be different, to have more. So I thought, if you work a little harder in school and push yourself, you can be one of those folks down there.

Around this time, my mother started telling me I had to finish high school. She wanted me to get a decent job so I could help her financially. Even though my mother dropped out of the 8th grade, she understood education would get me a better job. 
But there was a problem. About the time I turned 12, I began hanging out with the wrong crowd. It was probably inevitable because of the environment I was in. I started doing stuff I shouldn’t have. 
I knew I was in trouble. So I started going to summer school to try to get ahead. I felt like I was in a race between finishing high school and going to jail.  

Then one day when I was 13, my life was turned upside down. I was gambling outside with some friends – a violation of the housing project rules. One moment, I was surrounded by my friends having a good time. The next, everyone was gone.  

Without me realizing it, they had scattered when the manager of the housing project appeared, leaving me alone and caught red handed. The manager went to grab me. Somehow I got away, but he still got a good look at me. 

The next day, the manager came to our apartment and told my mother we had 30 days to move out. I never saw her cry so hard. Rent was just $33 a month – about $250 today – including water, electricity and heat. Now because of me, she’d have to find some place more expensive, which we couldn’t afford.
I decided right then that I would make it up to my mom some day, that I would help her financially.
We got lucky. We found a two family house for $35 a month – about $265 today – in a decent neighborhood. But we also had to pay for utilities. So my mom got a job in housekeeping at Richmond General Hospital. 
The people in my new neighborhood were different. I made new friends. I stopped doing things I shouldn’t. 

I look back and say thank God I got kicked out of there. It was a blessing in disguise. Say it again: A blessing in disguise.

I kept going to summer school. I worked hard at school and I got jobs. I’d had a paper route since I was 11 and now I started working in a drug store as well. I made about $20 a week from the two jobs. 

I worked so hard at school that I graduated two years early when I was 16. 

What was I going to do? I knew I wanted to help my mother, but I didn’t have a clear idea other than that.
There was a guy who lived a few doors down who had joined the Air Force and sent his mom money. I decided I was going to join the Marines so I could do the same. 

But Mrs. Pleasant had a different idea. 

Mrs. Pleasant was my high school guidance counselor and she told me, Reggie Mayo is not going into the service. He’s going to college. 
She told me, “You got the ability to do anything you want to do. You can go anywhere. You should be thinking about college, college, college. “
I listened, but only up to a point. I took the college prep courses she wanted me to. I filled out applications for three colleges and got accepted at all three, including Virginia Union University in Richmond. But I still wanted to be a Marine so I could help my mom. 

The spring of my senior year, I visited a Marine recruiter. He told me I couldn’t join until I turned 17 that November. And even then, my mother would have to give her permission. 
So I asked her. No, she said. I don’t want you in the service. Stay here, she said. So I decided to stay and go to college, Virginia Union in Richmond. 

When I told Mrs. Pleasant, she was so happy she nearly jumped out of her skin.

Then the big question. “How was I going to pay?” I didn’t have a penny. My mom got me a job as an orderly at the hospital. I worked there and at the drug store and rode the bus every day to classes. 

But getting into college and finishing college are two different things. I soon found out I’d have to work even harder. My freshman year, I took a biology class. I sat with some guys who liked to goof around. The first marking period I got the first F of my life. 

That really frightened me. I thought, Reggie Mayo, you are better than that. There was some pride there.

So I got to work. The next marking period I got an A+, raising my grade to a C. The following marking period I got another A+. I ended up with an A for the class. And biology became my major with a minor in chemistry.

When I got out of college, I found I had all kinds of options, more than I knew what to do with. I didn’t have to stay in Richmond and choose between working at the Reynolds Aluminum plant or the Post Office. My college degree opened the world to me.  
Mrs. Pleasant was right. I could go anywhere and do anything – thanks to college.
 I applied for Howard University’s medical and law school in Washington D. C.  I got accepted to the law school. The medical school told me I’d applied too late, but encouraged me to try the following year. But I decided neither was for me. I thought about taking a job in Chicago.
I had an uncle in Waterbury. I decided to come up to Connecticut and get a job in one of Pratt & Whitney’s labs testing engine parts. It paid well, but I was bored. 

I didn’t know what I wanted to do, but my degree made pretty much anything possible. I did know I wanted to run something. I thought about opening a business. While I thought about it, I started substitute teaching in Waterbury. I found I loved it.

I took over a class for three months. When the regular teacher came back, the students cried. That made me think, Reggie Mayo, education may be the thing for you. 

In 1967, I took summer courses to get certified and I got a job teaching math and science at Troup School in New Haven. I’ve been here ever since. I received my Masters degree from Southern Connecticut State University and in four years I was an administrator at Troup. Then I got two doctorates, moved up the ranks and in 1991 became superintendent of schools. 

As soon as I got my first administrator job, I started sending my mom money. As I made more, I sent her more. Was she ever proud. Anyone who came within a few feet of her she’d say, this my son Reginald. He’s the principal of a school.

My mother died about a year and a half ago at 85. I’m so happy that I could help her and so thankful for how well she raised me. It was because of her and Mrs. Pleasant that I went to college. I owe them – and college – everything. 

I want the same for you. And I know you can do it. So later today, I want you students to listen to your teachers’ stories about the positive difference college made in their lives and talk about it.  Most importantly, I want all of you to think every day about going to college and work hard so you can take advantage of the incredible opportunity that New Haven Promise provides you to better yourselves, your families and your community. 

Thank you and God bless. 

