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WATERBURY — While
most walls are built to keep
people apart, a city teen
hopes his chalkboard “Before
I Die” wall can use people’s
dreams to bring them togeth-
er.

The life ambitions people
have scrawled in chalk across
Mark Albini’s chalkboard
hanging outside the Greater
Waterbury YMCA range
from the poignant to the play-
ful to the profane.

All in response to the bill-
board’s simple invitation:
“Before I die I want to . . .”
The answers range from cur-
ing cancer to world travel to
falling in love with the right
person.

“I wanted to give the peo-
ple of Waterbury a voice,”
said Albini, a 17-year-old
Chase Collegiate School sen-
ior from Waterbury. “A lot of
people in this city don’t have
one, but we all deserve a
voice.”

Albini was inspired by
artist Candy Chang, who cre-
ated a wall posing that same
provocative question on the
side of one blighted building
in New Orleans in 2011.

That project, which lasted
three months, inspired other
walls in other cities, and now
there are “Before I Die” walls
in more than 40 countries, ac-
cording to Chang’s website. 

Albini and two Chase
schoolmates, Brian Smail and
Matthew Santucci, created
the Waterbury wall using a
kit that Albini bought off
Chang’s website for $125.
They installed it Sunday.

A young woman nick-
named Spaz was the first per-
son to reply. She wanted to
“get rich,” but before she
started writing, she asked Al-

bini how to spell “rich,” just
to make sure she had it right.

“I thought, ‘oh great, that’s
the first one?’” Albini said.
“But then I realized she was-
n’t joking, she didn’t know
how to spell it, and that broke
my heart. I mean, how sad is
that? And how lucky am I?” 

It made Mayor Neil M.
O’Leary’s life dream of “clos-
ing the city achievement
gap,” a politician’s way of
saying every child deserves
to be educated, feel more ur-
gent than ever, Albini said. 

The wall is full of unmet
needs. One person wants to
meet their biological father,
another wants to simply to
“be forgiven,” while yet an-
other wants to be able to
make this month’s rent. 

As a public health advo-
cate, YMCA Director Jim
O’Rourke got choked up
when a woman walked up to
the wall and wrote down “I
want to be drug free” while
he watched. 

But the wall is also filled
with frothy ambitions, as
well. Several people, includ-
ing city grantswriter Kath-
leen McNamara, wanted to
swim with dolphins. Another
wanted to dance in the rain.

Marco Mejil Jr. wants to
become an NFL athlete. The
19-year-old Waterbury
Brawlers captain is sending a
tape of his skills to a college
this week in hopes of making
his dream come true.

“It’s gonna happen,” Mejil
said. “It isn’t just a thing I’m
saying. I am working hard to
make it happen. I can write it
on a wall, but I say it every
day.”

With Rourke’s permission,
Albini plans to keep the wall
up for as long as people con-
tinue to write on it. When it

fills up, either he or the
YMCA staff will erase it and
let people start over.

When the writing stops, Al-
bini plans to move the project
to his school, and turn the
photographs and video he is
collecting about the project
into a social media and film
project.

The aspiring young film-
maker isn’t doing this for
school credit. He said it is a
way of giving back to his city,
of connecting with the people,
that he couldn’t achieve any
other way.

When it was his turn to
write on the wall, Albini
thought about it for a long
time. Although he has a lot of
life goals, Albini wrote that he
wanted to bring Waterbury
back to its former glory.
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THOMASTON — Enroll-
ment projections show
Thomaston Public Schools
losing pupils faster than the
state as a whole.

The projection report, de-
veloped by Peter Prowda, a
retired state Department of
Education demographer
who has studied enroll-
ments for Avon, Region 12
and Wilton, among others,
shows a decline of 27 per-
cent in the next 10 years. 

Superintendent Francine
Coss said the original en-
rollment projection report
presented about a year ago
did not include students lost
to local magnet schools,
which accounts for about 11
percent of students.

Prowda’s report is based
on Thomaston’s trends in
enrollment and births since
2003.

He noted in the packet
presented Monday to the
Board of Education that be-
fore he determined a trend,
he also compared the num-
bers to those reported from
1970 forward.

Thomaston’s enrollment
hit a new low of 933 stu-
dents in 2013, down from
1,302 in 2003 and 1,513 in
1970. It peaked at 1,745 in
1969.

Thomaston’s enrollments
are decreasing at a signifi-
cantly more rapid rate than
in the state as a whole.
Prowda projects that
statewide, public school en-
rollment will decrease by
5.4 percent from 2003-2013.
Official statewide numbers
for 2013 were not available
at the time of the report.

The report stated that if

Thomaston’s enrollment
rate matched the state’s,
there would be 1,231 stu-
dents enrolled this year in-
stead of 933.

The number of students
that remain in Thomaston
from kindergarten through
12th grade is less than 75
percent. The report shows
357 of the eligible 1,290 stu-
dents that reside in
Thomaston attend magnet
schools, private schools,
other public schools or are
home schooled.

These figures combined
with the reported births
from town residents over
the past three years show a
continuing downward
trend. Prowda estimated 54
births in 2012, a number
that is not yet confirmed
but based on partial data
and previous trends. It
would come in as the lowest
number in Thomaston in 33
years.This estimate brings
Thomaston’s enrollment
rate down by 256 students,
or 27 percent, in 2023.
Prowda’s prediction for
Thomaston shows enroll-
ment falling nearly three
times faster than statewide,
where public school enroll-
ment is expected to de-
crease by 9.9 percent by
2023.

Prowda will be at the
next Board of Education
meeting Dec. 8 to answer
questions from the board. A
study of all three buildings
will be presented as well to
give the board insight and
suggestions of how to pro-
ceed.

Contact Alexa Gorman at
agorman@rep-am.com, on
Twitter at RA_AlexaGor-
man or on Facebook at RA
Thomaston.

School enrollments in 
Thomaston in free fall
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Waterbury inspires wall of dreams
Student idea
flowers as the 
people come
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Mark Albini made a chalkboard billboard asking the public, ‘Before I die I want to...’ for
downtown Waterbury after he was inspired by seeing similar walls in other cities. Albini is a
Chase Collegiate School student, but he isn’t getting school credit for the project. Albini is
pursuing a personal project, making a documentary about people’s responses and reaction
to the wall. It is outside the Waterbury YMCA. 

Visit rep-am.com to
see a video report of
this story.


