An excerpt of BGCA President and CEO Roxanne Spillett's address delivered at the 2008 Annual National Conference   

Accepting the Call
Earlier this year a writer for the LA Times wrote a compelling story about a young girl on the brink of failure. 

Evelyn Santiago was headed down the wrong path and moving fast.

· A 1.0 grade point average. 

· Zero ambition. 

· No role model. 

She seemed more likely to drop out of school than apply to college. But her destiny was about to be changed, changed by a determined Boys & Girls Club executive named Mike Lansing, who made a courageous decision to do something about the 50% drop-out rate in his community. 

Mike inspired a college bound program at his Club to give his kids the support they needed to succeed in school. It started slow. Four Club members the first year, eight the next year, and 44 the next. 

Today, 130 Club members are enrolled in the college bound program at the San Pedro Boys & Girls Club. These kids have the support and encouragement of a determined and caring staff, and as a result, their SAT scores are going up, they’re finishing high school, and 86% of the kids in the program, 86%, have gone on to college.

Like Evelyn Santiago who pretty much gave up until she found the Club, the college bound program and the mentor she was missing in life. 

After a lot of encouragement and hard work, she began to believe in herself. Evelyn Santiago wanted something more. She wanted to do well in school, she wanted to graduate, she wanted to go on to college. 

And with the support and high expectations of staff, she improved her grades, and raised her aspirations. The young girl once on the brink of failure, who once had a 1.0 grade point average and zero ambition, now sent off, with some trepidation, six college applications. 

She waited nervously and waited some more for that one letter that could change her future, that could change her life. Days and weeks went by, but no letter came. Then finally letters began arriving from college admissions officers in the California State University system. Six letters in all.

Accepted. Accepted. Accepted. Accepted. Accepted. Accepted. 

Evelyn Santiago was six for six. This young girl who began her journey on the brink of failure.

Today, Evelyn Santiago is finishing her freshman year at Sonoma State University, and when she is home, you can find her volunteering in the college bound program at the San Pedro Boys & Girls Club. 

Evelyn Santiago and Mike Lansing are with us today. Please show them how proud we are. 
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The Case for Change

Now that is a compelling story. A true story. The story of Boys & Girls Clubs all across this country, the story of changing lives, of saving lives and of forging futures.

What has changed in the last decade is not our fundamental story of hope and opportunity. What has changed is the breadth of our reach, and the opportunity to make a difference on a grand scale. 

What has changed in the last decade, is not the fact that the future of America depends on how we raise our children. What has changed, is the extent of the problems that our young people face today, and their ever-increasing need for support and guidance, for hope and opportunity. 

In the last decade, we asked our Movement to bring our story to more kids, in more Clubs, than any time in our history. And the Movement's response, to the challenge of expanding our reach and doubling in size? Accepted. And today we are a Movement of 4,300 Clubs.

For more than a decade, we called on the Movement to grow; and now, in the years ahead, we must call on the Movement to become as deep in our impact as we are broad in our reach. 

The case for change, the case for leading our Movement with impact, is more compelling than ever. America needs us now, more than it ever has. 

Today, America's high school graduation rate stands at 70%. For children of color – Latinos, African-Americans and Native Americans – the graduation rate is closer to 50% – that’s half. In some cities in America the graduation rate is less than 30% – 30%. With a million drop-outs a year, 1 every 29 seconds, where is the outrage?

America needs us now. Our communities cannot succeed if the Evelyn Santiago's cannot make it out of high school and into college.

America cannot succeed as a nation because the consequence for high school dropouts is not just an unproductive life, but often a life incarcerated. 70% of people in prison do not have a high school diploma –  70%!

America needs us now because one in 100 adults are in our prisons today. America has the highest incarceration rate of any nation on earth. Where is the outrage?

And if our children are at risk, because of poverty and neglect, because of failure in school fueled by low expectations, because of exposure to crime and violence, then American democracy is at risk.

Our global competitiveness is at risk. Our nation is at risk of going from great to good to something considerably less.

We need to reject the idea that the perils we face are for others to solve – for the justice system, for the school system, for families to fix.

We need to acknowledge that these issues belong to all of America's great institutions, including – and especially – our own. And that we will not allow anyone, or anything, to steal the future of our children. 

That from this day forward, the children of America, are our children, and we will not, we cannot, let them fail. 
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Impact: Academic Success 

Impact is within the reach of every Club. But, changing lives in today’s world will not be business as usual. It will be a formidable task, one that will test our courage and commitment. True impact will require every Club’s intentional commitment, a commitment that says:

1. We will create a culture in our Clubs that makes learning come to life, that makes high school graduation a universally accepted goal, and college, a bridge to a better life. 

2. We will initiate strong partnerships, with schools and families and create a web of support around every child. 

3. We will seek out young people at risk of dropping out of school – those who have difficulty reading, those who are truant, those who are failing already. We will bring them into our Clubs and keep them coming back. And we must do so at an early age, because 62% of those who drop out of school are gone by the end of 10th grade. 

We must make a commitment that says:

4. We will keep fun alive and surround our kids with adults who truly care and have high expectations of them. 

5. We will engage them in programs that help them succeed in school and inspire them to set life goals. We will guide them in making life changing decisions about classes, careers and colleges. We will take them onto college campuses, help them apply to schools and secure scholarships for the education they deserve. 

6. We will keep them coming back to the Club, and their school, day after day, and week after week, year after year. We will help them learn, and grow, and believe in themselves and their futures. 

7. We will track their success and show the world that we can make a difference on a grand scale for millions of young people like Evelyn Santiago. 

We can, and I trust, we will, commit ourselves to do these things.
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Impact: Service

But it takes more than an educated nation to be a great nation. The strength of America lies not only in its intellect. Its true strength is found in the hearts and souls of the American people who selflessly serve their neighbors, their communities, their country and the world. 

So, it's not enough to teach our children to learn without teaching them to care – about their fellow Club members and classmates, about their families and communities, about America and the world. It’s not enough to instill in them the desire to succeed, without inspiring them to reach back and take someone with them. 

Service transforms both those who give and those who receive. Young people engaged in meaningful service do better in school, have greater self confidence and become leaders. In their communities, they are real assets making a real difference. Yet, the reality is that young people from disadvantaged communities have far too few organized opportunities to serve.

We need our all of our Clubs to provide encouragement and opportunities for all members, to serve their neighbors, their community, their Club, their country, their world. 

Like Megan from the Boys & Girls Clubs of Lawrence, Kansas, who was encouraged by her Club to organize an effort to save the wetlands. She educated the city and community. She spent countless hours writing letters to editors and community leaders.

Or the Keystone Club in Loveland, Colo., whose members stayed outdoors overnight in single-digit temperatures to call attention to, and raise money for, the homeless.

And just like our Clubs and our kids responded to the plight of Afghan children, and Katrina, more than 150 Clubs got behind Malaria No More, and engaged their members in learning about the problem, in educating their communities, and in raising more than $25,000 for the children in sub-Saharan Africa. 

One bed net costs $10. One bed net will save the life of a child. Our young people, through their own efforts, and their own goodness, have saved 2,500 young lives --- babies. That’s why President Bush chose to deliver his speech at the Boys & Girls Club of Hartford, Conn., to tell America what we have accomplished.

What these stories of outstanding service tell us, is that academic success alone, whether measured in diplomas and degrees, in well-paying jobs and family homes, is not enough to achieve the kind of future we want for our children and for America.

Academic success must be balanced by a desire to give back. It must be balanced by a deeper connection to our communities, and by a deeper concern for the problems that plague humanity.
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Accepting the Challenge

By helping our kids succeed in school, we can achieve our timeless mission of developing productive citizens. By lifting a generation to a level of civic engagement not seen since the founding of our nation, we can achieve our historic vision of changing and saving young lives. 

And, by doing both:

· We can inspire a generation. 

· We can lift a nation. 

· We can improve the world. 

So when we ask, whether we should commit ourselves to education and service and to having the greatest impact on the greatest number of kids…

And when we ask, whether we should commit ourselves to truly changing the lives of a generation of children, who in turn, will change America, and change the world…

My great hope is that you most assuredly will say, clearly and unequivocally… 

Accepted. Accepted. Accepted. 

Thank you.


