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Dr. Lucinda Sanders delivered the following speech to the graduating seniors at 

Halifax Academy in Roanoke Rapids, NC on June 6, 2008. 

 

Esteemed faculty, honored guests, dedicated parents, 

members of the graduating class of 2008, it is a privilege to 

be asked to speak to you tonight. 

 

--But before I go forward with my remarks, I need to ask the 

class of 2008 a question. Are Sarah Neville and Bryant 

Thomason in the building? Are you sure? Could I see their 

hands? I was only checking! I saw in your yearbook where 

Sarah and Bryant had been voted ―most likely to be late for 

graduation‖ and I did not want to start without them!— 

 

Listening to my introduction is an out-of-body experience for 

me. There is always this little voice in the back of my head 

saying—―who is she talking about?‖ Another voice doesn’t 

say—―you have accomplished so much!‖ It says—―how did 

you get to be so old?‖ It seems like only yesterday that my 

generation’s mantra was ―Don’t trust anyone over 30,‖ And 

yet it was 38 years ago that I sat out there just like you in my 

cap and gown, hoping to graduate. 

When I say hoping, I mean just that. I read your yearbook 

with the purest of envy—what good times you have had 

together. I counted 31 of you who have been together since 

kindergarten. Spirit week, the fall festival, and Southern 

Dreams that you put on for last year’s seniors---so many 
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memories! So many great clubs—all doing important work. 

And—at least on the pages of the yearbook—it looks like 

everyone is having such a good time! 

My high school experience was the mirror opposite. It was 

nobody’s fault but my own—but I purely hated high school. 

Without going into too many details, any of the long suffering 

faculty at my school would tell you I completed school with a 

BA (bad attitude). I cannot tell you today, why I felt it was so 

necessary to make the lives of my teachers such a misery--

but I did. And on my high school graduation night—so long 

ago—I literally sat out there in a chair not knowing whether I 

was going to graduate or not—it was that close.  

My entire future lay in the hands…. of my senior English 

teacher. 

Now, I’ve been reading in your year book about your English 

teachers. ---and before I get further into this, I want to go on 

record as saying that some of my best friends are English 

teachers---but it seems like not much has changed. It seems 

like they still want you speaking that ―slicked up English‖; 

that they want you to be able to write, generally they feel 

there are 2 ways to do things—their way or the wrong way-- 

and they are still making you read The Scarlet Letter. 

Sadly—I had lived my high school academic life on such an 

edge, that whether I graduated or not depended on my final 

English exam whose focus was poetry. As I set at my 

graduation, listening to my commencement speaker (who 

sounded something like this: ―Wah, wah, wah, wah‖) and as I 
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contemplated the shabby and unpleasant way I had treated 

said senior English teacher, I was pretty sure I was cooked. 

I am here 38 years later-- with a Bachelors and Masters 

degree in History, A Degree in Gifted Education and an Ed.D. 

in Educational Leadership—because of the generosity of that 

badly treated senior English teacher. She saw something in 

me that I didn’t. Because of her, and because back then the 

University of Kentucky had an open admissions policy—I 

went on to college and was able to discover that I –in fact—

was very good at school. Along the way I discovered that 

learning is a joy.  

I spent my career much like My Name Is Earl: Karma took me 

back to high school where for more than 20 years it was my 

destiny to teach all kinds of students—some were brilliant, 

others annoying--some were lovable, many were 

entertaining---but I have to tell you—in all my years of 

teaching—I did not meet one that was as sorry as I had been. 

Graduates, I mention all of this to you to remind you that you 

didn’t get to this point today without the guidance, love and 

nurture from your parents and from this fine faculty. And 

believe it or not—no matter how great your 

accomplishments--along the way someone has cut you a 

break or two. While I am sure that no one here tried the 

patience of their teachers to the extent that I did—before you 

leave this building tonight—you find that teacher who made a 

difference—and say thanks. And as you move up that ladder 

to success, don’t forget to look down at the rung below you 

and offer that helping hand to whoever is there. 
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It is interesting when you think about it—teachers haven’t 

changed much since I sat in your place—high schools have 

hardly changed at all. But the world you are facing has 

certainly changed. 

Thomas Friedman’s book, The WORLD IS FLAT, presents the 

premise that in a flat world with no real barriers competition 

is abundant and those countries like China and India want to 

move from products that say Made in China to Designed in 

China. Essentially, the USA as the world’s innovation engine 

is soon to be challenged like never before. 

 I was thinking about this the other day when I was running 

my usual errands. I stopped at the gas station, pumping my 

own gas and washing my own window. I went to the grocery 

store, gathering a shopping cart out of the parking lot, 

checking out my own groceries, bagged them myself, and 

returning them to my car. Yesterday, to get here, I checked 

myself in at the airport having booked the ticket 

electronically a few weeks before. This is my point: 38 years 

ago how would any of this have been different? Someone 

would have pumped my gas and cleaned my window. A 

cashier would have checked me out, a bag boy would have 

carried them to my car. A travel agent would have booked my 

ticket and someone would have checked me in at the airport. 

All of these were jobs that for the most part no longer exist. I 

grew up in a rural community—the major job was in the 

tobacco fields. Many of our students never saw this high 

school graduation milestone—because they could make a 

living—growing tobacco, pumping gas, bagging groceries. 
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High school graduates could enter the service and 

manufacturing jobs—many of them highly unionized—and 

make their way into a comfortable middle class existence. 

This world no longer exists! Here is a truly frightening 

statistic from the US Bureau of Labor: 

The number of jobs requiring some form of post-secondary 

training or education will grow 60% faster than the job 

market as a whole. Yet 43% of adults between the ages of 25 

and 64 have no more than a high school diploma.  We are in 

the 21
st

 century—and graduates you must enter it with 21
st

 

century skills, which will require education, training, and 

more training, and education. Today I still teach high school 

history—in a virtual high school—to do this I am constantly 

encountering a steep learning curve. That is truly what a 

global economy requires—your graduation today is the 

beginning not the end. 

Coping in a global economy is only one of many challenges 

you will face. Having been a government teacher for so many 

years, I am something of a political junkie—and I am not at all 

surprised that the latest Pew center poll says that a 

whopping 82% of this country believe it is going in the wrong 

direction. This is nothing short of amazing. It transcends 

political parties, or leadership preferences—it speaks directly 

to the heart of your future—for it is our future leaders who 

will have the task of change. 

One central idea where I believe you can make a difference is 

as simple as taking responsibility and being accountable for 



6 

 

your actions. Our society has become Orwellian in it’s 

doublespeak, its use of spin, and our official use of the 

language of non-responsibility. It is everywhere. Let me give 

you some examples: 

In our state newspaper there was recently a release from the 

department of transportation: They discussed at length their 

inability to deal with pavement deficiencies. I thought--

pavement deficiencies? And then I got it! Pot holes! Do you 

see how it works? Everyone knows that if there are a lot of 

pot holes in the state roads, it is the responsibility of the 

Department of Transportation to fix them—and if they are 

not—they are not doing their job. BUT—if it is the pavement 

that is deficient….well—what can you do? There has 

certainly been much discussion in the education field 

recently about student deficiencies—if the student is 

deficient….well? 

My generation’s terrible war was Vietnam. 38 years ago, I was 

sitting next to young men who had already been drafted and 

faced immediate induction into the service of this country. 

One of the biggest examples of doublespeak in that war 

came during the TET offensive—General William 

Westmoreland issued a statement that ―we were engaging 

the enemy on all sides.‖ Sounds active and good doesn’t it? 

Until you stop and think---and so often as American citizens 

we just don’t stop and think—that if we are engaging the 

enemy on all sides—doesn’t that mean we are surrounded? 

And if so—that is not a good thing, at all. 
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Earlier this year, The Kentucky Department of Education sent 

out letters to every teacher in the state. In the window—

where anyone could see it—they posted our Social Security 

numbers. Faced with teacher outrage the department issued 

a blanket e-mail stating: Mistakes were made! 

Mistakes were made—OTHERS will be blamed! 

Yes mistakes are made. It is my deepest hope, class of 2008 

that when your generation makes them, you will step 

forward, acknowledge them and hold yourself accountable. 

The world will be a better place. Find a way to end the 

practice of using language to deceive. This language of non-

responsibility has been around a long time. It is used to 

mislead. It is used to keep American citizens uninformed. As 

citizens and future leaders I urge you to lead by an example 

of personal responsibility and to hold your elected 

representatives responsible. This honest discourse will mean 

hard work and hard decisions for our country---but America 

has always shown its ability to do the heavy lifting when we 

know we are on the right course. 

I would like to conclude my remarks with a favorite quote 

from that senior final exam that determined whether I 

graduated or not back in 1970. I was sending up a lot of 

prayers at that point and I was asked to analyze this quote 

from American Poet and abolitionist John Greenleaf Whittier. 

He wrote,  "For of all sad words of tongue or pen, the 

saddest are these: 'It might have been!'"  
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Members of the class of 2008, take a vow to make it a habit 

not to leave things undone. Lead a life of action that allows 

your potential to unfold—take action when opportunity 

strikes—live a fulfilled life! 

While you do this remember what former first lady Barbara 

Bush said—it resonates. 

"At the end of your life, you will never regret not having 

passed one more test, not winning one more verdict, or not 

closing one more deal;" said Barbara Bush, "You will regret 

time not spent with a husband, a wife, a friend, a child, or a 

parent."  

So graduates, Go to the effort. Invest the time. Write the 

letter. Make the apology. Take the trip. Purchase the gift. 

Thank a teacher. Hug your parents, Just Do it.  

 

Once again, I congratulate you on your many 

accomplishments. Thank you and good night. 

 

 

 

 

 


