
Lancer Letter #482 Commencement Speech 2020

 As has been my custom, I publish my commencement address as a Lancer Letter after 
graduation.  This is my final commencement address as superintendent.  Remember, you have to 
read it as a speech and not just a column.

Members of the board of education.  High School Administration.  Distinguished faculty.  
Parents, friends and relatives of the graduates.  Class of 2020.
Graduates, have you thought about what you will be telling your grandchildren about your high 
school commencement 40 years from now and how odd that my sound?  You went where?  A 
drive what?  You watched what?  You mean the speakers weren’t even holograms?  It’s going to 
be an interesting story to tell!

A global pandemic irrevocably changed the course of the last 12 weeks - your last 12 weeks of 
high school and the last 12 weeks of the final academic year of my 40 year career.  None of us 
asked for this, or deserved it.  Because we were similarly impacted, I feel a special connection to 
the Class of 2020 and so,tonight, I want to share a deeply personal and profound experience of 
my life that has some relevance to what we are experiencing.
     If we were in normal times tonight, we would be in McComb Field House  where 40 years 
ago, I graduated from Edinboro University.  I did not think I would ever be back to Edinboro 
except perhaps for Homecoming celebrations; but, there was a  different plan for me and within 
three months, I found myself moving back to teach at General McLane.
     I have to admit to you now, that I never intended to be here this long.  General McLane was 
very different then - a small, quite district serving two very small towns.   In my youthful 
arrogance, I felt I was destined for greater things - doing something big and important in a big 
city somewhere.  I was convinced there was something great in my destiny and, frankly,General 
McLane wasn’t it.  You may well be feeling that way at this time in your life as you think about 
your future.
        So, during the first decade of my career, I kept looking for the next thing.  I dabbled in fund 
raising sales to get a glimpse into business.  Once I got my administrative certificate I applied at 
other school districts.  I was  professionally restless.  But then, something happened to stop me in 
my tracks, similar to how life stopped for all of us when we were ordered to stay at home in late 
March.
     On December 20, 1990, I was diagnosed with cancer.  I was only 33 years old and the 
diagnosis shook me to my core.  My fear was heightened by the urgency in the doctor’s voice 
who wanted to do surgery the next day.  Because I was a church organist, I delayed my surgery 
until the day after Christmas - after all, a church organist just can’t miss Christmas Eve.  My 
doctor had explained that the biopsy of my tumor would likely reveal one of two types of cancer.  
Seminoma which had a 92% cure rate and would only require radiation.  Non-seminoma had a 
50% survival rate and would require both radiation and chemotherapy, a bleaker prognosis. 

I received the biopsy results on December 28 and I’ve come to call December 20-28 the 8 
defining days of my life.  But it was what happened on December 21st that changed me.  That 
Friday, the day after my diagnosis,  was the last school day before Christmas break.  I came to 
school and I wanted to tell the superintendent at the time, Therese Walter, about my diagnosis in 
person.

So I sat in the office which I’ve occupied the last 10 years, across from the desk I worked 
at the last 10 years and told her my situation. When I finished, she looked me in the eye and 
said," What do you want to do?”  I remember thinking, what a stupid question.  I don't know if I 
will live or die and she wants to know what I want to do?
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But then in a moment of laser-focused clarity, the question made sense and I said, “I just 
want to keep doing what I'm doing.  I want to keep working with students.” And she said, “So do 
it!” And I did, and 20 years later I was back in that office, not to outline an uncertainty of my life, 
but to begin  the final chapter of my career.
        It was in that moment on that day in 1990 that I realized that our destiny is not determined 
by what is outside of us, but, what is within us.  My professional restlessness was suddenly gone 
and I realized that I had failed to recognize that the opportunity to change the world comes from 
everyday situations, with everyday people, in everyday places – even little places like General 
McLane.  I understood my purpose, I understood my place in the world.

Adversity always presents us with a choice of two paths to follow.  The one path takes us 
through fear, anxiety and paralysis of our personal growth.  The other path makes stops at 
courage, insight and hope.  What is on the other side of adversity depends on the road you take.  
What is on the other side of this pandemic for you, depends on your approach to it.
       Graduates, don’t get caught up in the world’s definition of success.  We are successful when 
we learn to recognize the opportunity to help the people we encounter in our everyday lives. 
Opportunities to make a difference in other people’s lives present themselves right in front of us 
every day, if we are tuned in to other’s needs.  

My hope for you, is that there will be a defining moment in your life, when you know 
without a doubt, your purpose.  Perhaps, the sudden full stop of life brought upon us with the 
Corona Virus has provided that clarity for you.  Perhaps it is yet to come in the form of a person, 
an experience or a piece of advice.  Whatever the source, my prayer is that you are stronger now, 
than you were 12 weeks ago and that you will go forth from General McLane and change the 
world, one person at a time, in one place at a time.
Thank you.


