
Good Evening Tri-County supporters, trustees, distinguished 

guests, and Tri-County scholars. My name is Aaron Washington 

McLean, and I have the great honor of speaking before you tonight. In 

my previous four years while in high school, attending Tri-Country 

dinners such as this, I was always eager for the opportunity to speak; to 

share my story, and well, here we are! So, before I extend my gratitude, 

I must share with you all how excited I am to be here this evening.  

Let me tell you a little about myself. I was born on the island of 

Jamaica and, like many other families, my parents decided that it was 

best for us to migrate to the United States when I was seven years old. 

My father had already been in the country for five years, working to 

provide for our family back home, and it was finally time to reunite once 

again. We found ourselves in a confined basement, in Paterson New 

Jersey. This is where my father, my mother, me and my 2 brothers lived, 

in one small bedroom, a kitchen, and a bathroom. Yes, life was hard. My 

father worked seven days a week as a carpet installer and my mother as 

a babysitter and housekeeper. Although my parents worked hard, their 

combined income was not sufficient to take care of our domestic 



necessities much less a private education for my brothers and me. 

However, despite the struggles and hard times, they sprung off in search 

of educational opportunities for their sons. I remember being nervous at 

times, seeing my parents stress. My mother noticed this and said “Aaron, 

don’t you worry, God will make a way.” My parents did not want us 

attending public schools in Paterson. Their goals were not limited to 

keeping us in just any school. They wanted a school that would instill 

not only knowledge, but discipline, character, and of course religious 

values for us. It was decided: Pope John Paul II elementary school. This 

was where I first became aware, in a small way, about Tri-County 

Scholarship Fund.  It wasn’t that the support of Tri-Country was small. 

In fact the help of Tri-County was significant.  It was my awareness that 

was small, because at the time my parents only wanted me to focus on 

learning, not on the cost of it. As I grew, my gratitude for this great 

organization grew with me because I learned that private education was 

not free, but rather expensive.  

During my final year of middle school at ASFA (now Academy of 

Saint James of The Marches), my father had to undergo surgery, and 



after a lengthy healing process, his condition prevented him from 

working. However, this did not stop my mother. She continued to work 

hard and was determined to get the best quality education for my 

brothers and me. While my mother worked, my father took care of us at 

home. They were able to provide a good education for us with the help 

and generosity of Tri-County: a team indeed. I eventually graduated 8th 

Grade and was accepted into DePaul Catholic High School:  known for 

their disciplinary environment and rigorous curriculum. I was very 

proud to be accepted.  We were confident by then that Tri-County would 

be by our side, to support and assist us. Here at this academic institution 

was where I would undergo some of the most challenging and growing 

times of my life. In my first two years of high school I was worried that 

maybe I was underachieving and stagnant. I felt as if I worked so hard 

and was getting nowhere, but my parents were still there as a compelling 

force to remind me that they believed in me; AND Tri-County believed 

in me. In my Junior year of high school, I took one of the biggest leaps 

in my life.  I decided to push myself and take seven honors classes. At 

the beginning of that year there were times when I wondered if I had 



made the right choice. Some of my peers in Paterson ridiculed me. I was 

faced with questions such as  “Why are you going to such a hard 

school?” “Why are you doing this to yourself?” “Why burden yourself 

with so much work?” I knew that in their eyes, and perhaps in other 

people’s eyes, I was fighting a stereotype.  They believed that African 

Americans should have excelled more in sports than in academics.   

However, this was the year I would triumph; the year I would make 

everyone proud. I excelled with first honors throughout my junior year, 

and my success only made me eager for more. In my senior year I took 

on AP Biology along with numerous Honors classes and graduated with 

Honors, amongst the highest achieving students in my class. This high 

school experience and the elementary school years that preceded them 

prepared me well for the academic challenges I am tackling now in 

college. 

What's next? Well here I am - an Honors student at one of the most 

acknowledged and well-known colleges in America- Rutgers University. 

But it does not stop there. I attend this diverse University on a full ride: 

This includes rooming and board, early access registration for all my 



classes, and a book voucher earned every semester to help me purchase 

my books. I am now one step closer to my goal of attaining a Medical 

degree. I have concluded my fall semester at Rutgers with a grade point 

average of a 3.8, and I am only motivated to perform even better.   

Recently I received a call from a Tri-County representative “Good 

Afternoon Aaron my name is Catherine Higgins and I am a member of 

the Board for Tri-County” She called because she wanted to help me 

formulate my resume to find a summer internship. Not only did Tri-

County assist us greatly in my elementary and high school years, but this 

unique scholarship fund has continued to extend a helping hand, even 

though I’m a big boy now attending college. 

In closing, I would like to say a big “thank you” to all the donors 

who contribute to and make these scholarships possible for so many 

needy students. Thank you for assisting us and our families with 

excellent educational opportunities. I know most of you might never 

meet most of us or hear “thank you” in person, but I can tell you from 

my personal experience that you are giving young people like me the 

opportunities that our parents never got. I would like to thank you most 



of all for contributing to the future success and development of this 

country for generations to come. I believe with all my heart that 

whatever we do to help those in need is not in vain. So whether we 

believe in blessings, the law of reciprocity, or karma, I am convinced 

that when we do good, good will inevitably reward us in our lives.  

It is my intention after completing college to take my place in one 

of these chairs and become a contributor to the Tri-County Scholarship 

Fund, to ensure the continued success of this organization, helping those 

who are less fortunate and in need. My future self will continue to carry 

on this long tradition of supporting the needy. This is woven into the 

fibers of what makes this country so great, and will always let it be a 

shining light on a hill.  

So I leave you with a quote tonight by Winston Churchill and it says 

“We make a living by what we get. We make a life by what we give.”  

 

Thank You  

 

 


