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31 have _made mny ihving with words for a little longer than Christopher Newport

has heen a college, so you won't he surprised to learnm that I try to pay special
attention to words and usage.

_H1'm not a grammatic prig about it, er at least I try not to he. I _Ery. nokt Ea
he like some mewspaper readers in my experience who (it seems) read not for p
content but for grammatical accuracy. You can imagine how it is: You research
and think and sweat over some elusive idea, and finally you capture it and tams
it into print and wait for the letters that say: How brilliant! What splendid 7
insight! And from one so YOUNG! You know what I mean.

4And the chances are you’ll get a few of thoese. But there will be, in any
zizeable stack of mail, at least omne letter that says “You misspelled ‘Ehadafy,’™”~

T “You used ‘laid’ when you should have used *‘lain,’” or “who” when you should
have said “whom,” or “convinced” when you really meant “persuaded.” I am
convinced -- persuaded -— that if these people read the New Testament it would be”
primarily for the thrill of catching St. Paul in some grammatical lapse.

4That is not what I mean when I tell you that I'm interested in words and
their usage. What interests me akout word usage is the fact the words you use to”

_desecribe a thing can influence your feelings about that thing.
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%1t i= for that reason that I donm’t like to read discussions of “single parant
families” or “female-headed houssholds.” To describe a troublsd household as -
“female-headed” makes it sound as though there is something negative about being
female and in charge. Yon are left with the vague sense that the problem somehow
rests with the female. What is usually meant is that the family is “fatherless.”

In other words, the prohlem is the ABSENCE of a crucial breadwinner or
disciplinarian or role model, mot the PRESENCE of a female.

FAnd what does any of this have to do with your reasons for being here this a
morning? 1711 tell you. When I set ocut to get some information om Christopher
Newport College, to guide me in preparing my remarks, somebody told me that
Christopher Newport is a “nontraditiosnal” college. ~

FHow what the devil is that? It scunds like an apology. What would yvou have
thought if —-eeeeeemewm had introduced me as a nonwhite, monmtall, mon-Virginian
non-educator? You’d probably have found yourselves wondering why anyhody ‘=

hothered to invite me to participate in your celebration. ”

FBut he didn’t describe me in terms of what I am not but in terms of what I
AT . I commend the approach to the faculty, students and friends of Christopher
Mewpaort College. 1f you persist in defining yourselves in terms of what you lack
and what you aren’t, you are very likely to begin thinking of yourself in
negative terms. And if you’re not careful, you’ll find yourself apologizing for 7
having spent =0 much time here.

41 recommend that for a mon-apologetic view of what Christopher Newpart
College is you should take a few minutes (not mow but later) to peruse the ZSilve
Anniversary special edifion. It is an extraocrdinarily positive view of what CNCY .
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needs of its students in wavs that are unigusy 7% acres of suburban beauty, a
lace of variety with a commitment to preserving and drawing upon that variety
“a regiomal college with a world view,” a college whose graduates are making
heir mark in an incredible range of fields. 3

FThe outside world will -- at least until your reputation catches up with the
facts —- conmtinue to think of Christopher Newport in terms of what it is not, but
don’t have to lest them infect vou with their negative view.

I speak from long experience.

I was on summer vacation, befwsen my junior and senior years, and [ had

~managed to find a summer job om a little weekly newspapsr. I was mno journalist,

I knew, and in fact had mever given any thought fto journalism as a poessible
career. 1 took the job bhecause it was availabkle and I needed the money to

~continue my esducation. But I did consider myself reasconably bright, and I

thought I could lsarm the work if I put my mind to it. ;

FWell, my first dayv on the joh, the editer, a grizzled only man named Scotty
Zeott, assigned me a story to do. I d4id my background reading, conducted my
interviews, and wrote my story. I took it to the editoer and waited for him to
say how surprised he was that [ had done so0 well. I didn™t have to wait long.
He took my deathless pross, folded it im half, toere it into small pieces and
dropped it inte his wastshasket without even so much as glancing at what I had
written.

A41t7s your very first stery,” he sxplained. “1t can't possibly be any good.
Now go and rewrite it.” . .

A1 don’t remember what my commencemsent speaker, or any of my convocation
speakers said for the whole siz years it took wme to finish college.  But I
remember that. Scotty Scott was not talking to some vague, faceless audience.
He was talking to me. And though I was furious that this man could be so
insensitive to a mervous young beginner, and insufferably arrogant on tep of it,
I will mever forget what he said to me, and how he made me so determined to praove
to him that I ceuld he a first-rate rveporter.

-

AFortunately, Scotty Scott was not the first adult who had made an impression 7

on me. My teachers, in cwollege and in high school, had made me fe2l that I was
pretty bright, that I was capable. And my parents—--my mother in particular--had
gong out of her way to build wmy self confidence. It was her nmotien that ny
bhrother and my three sisters, growing up in small-town Mississippi, would he |
knocked down by the cutside world soon enough and that it was up toe her to make
giure that we would not bhe destroyed psychologically when the crusliy came.
FEcotbty Scott was rvight. My first stery was not as good as it might have
heen. But if his idea was to hreak my spirit, he failed, hecause my mother was

koight, Loo, I WAZ hright and capable. And if my capabilities didn’t as yet

include jourmalism, I knew it was just a guestion of tims. ;
FI am mobt going to give vou a leng spesch this morning. I onmly want to warn
you that the world you will shortly he facing is full of Scotty Scotis who will

. be convinced that because you are inexperienced, hecause you are products of a

small, unsung “nontraditional” college, you can’t possibly be any good. Soeme of
those who take the winds out of your sails will he right. The chances are
greatthat vour first work won’t be much good. But I hope that vour years at
Christoepher Newport, and at home before you came here, also brought yvou into
intimate contact with some people like my mother whoe mads you feel that you are
hright and capabe, that while yvou may not possess soms particular skill, you do
possess the ahility to acquire it. I hope that you have learned the distinction
hetween ignorance and stupidity.

__H¥nou are ignorant. Even thoese of vou who are woerking hard in school and
garning good gradses cannot possibly know very much of what yvour smplovers will
need yvou to know. You are ignerant. But you are, I pray God, mot stupid.
lgnoerance says you don’t know yet. Stupidity says vou can’t learn. Never forget
the diffsrence.

_HAnd don’t worry about being ignorant. Learn to think of ignorance as
consisting of things you don’t know YET. Apart from the minerity of you whoe will
leave college with such developed vocational skills as computer scisnce, or who
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will go on to such trade schools as medicine or law or enginsering, most of you

will, hy the time you are my age, be deing scmething totally unrelated to your
majors here. That does nmot mean that your years at Christopher Newport will have
heen a waste; it means only that their valus will consist primarily of the
generalized infoarmation we call liberal arts. What your college sducation will
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FTake the word of someone whose maJnr was, at wvarious t1me, English, history

b, and mathematics: It’s all right that you doen’t know for sure what your career

will be. You don’t veally need to know what you’ll be doing 10 or 15 or 2f years

~from mow., FEven if yvou wanted to know, you couldn’t. Things are changing too

fast, Time doessn’t always make ancient good uncouth, butit regularly renders
ancient majors irrelevant. Talk toe your instructers, talk te your role models,

o

talk to the people whose success and conduct you admire in your communities, aand”

. ask them what they majored in. The chances are that their majors have as little

connection with their careers as my long-age math major has to do with my career

in journal ism.

_ %1t is mot likely to he much different for you., Some of you will end up in
careers that have mothing directly to do with your studies here because you

or 4% or 49, Some of you will switch because you find your chosen carsers
unrewarding, psychically or financially. And some of you will wind up in fields
that don’t sven exist nmow. &

ASome time ago, I happensd to speak with the former governor of Delaware --
Pierre 5. DuPont, who just this week announced his intention toe rum for President
—— amd 1’4 like to pass _on to yvou what he said to me. At the beginning of this
century, he said, half of America’s workers made their living on the farm.

Teday, & percent do. “The steel industry was in its infancyj; the auntomohile
industry did mot exist. Computer technology lay twe generations away, in the
minds of scientists yet to be born. The transformation of cur joks, the movement
of our people, the improvements in our skills over the first 285 years of this
century have been stunning. BUT IT I5 ENTIRELY LIKELY THAT THE CHANGES RECORDED
IN THOSE 85 YEARS WILL BE MATCHED AND SURPASSED BY THE CHANGES OF THE FINAL 15
YEARE OF THIS CENTHRY.”

Alinless you crystal “ball is a lot clearer than mine, there is no way you can
predict what kind of carser opportunities will he available to you five or ten or
twenty _vears down the road, except to say that they will be different from
anything you or I can imagins today.

Fde could hazard some gussses as Lo what the major SOURCES of the new johs
might be: computer technology, space, gene-splicing. These technological
breakthroughs will change our lives, change the way we do nearly sverything we
do, as dramatically as electricity changed the lives of my grandparents. But that
doesn’t mean that Grandpa’s generation should all have become electrical
enginesrs. The vast array of career possibilities inmtroduced by electricity did
not reguire knowledge of electricity. The careers that space exploration and
microchips and recombinant DNA will make possible are unknown and unknowablea.
¥You cannot get ready for them in any specific way. I omly hope that you will,
during voeur tenure here, learn the art of flexihility; that you learn how to
lzarn. PBecause that will he yvour most valuable asset in the yers ahead: your

~simply cannot know at age 21 or 23 or 29 what you will WANT to be doing at age 417
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willingness to stay loose, and to recognize opportunity when it comes along, even~

if it hears mo direct vrelationship to vour college ma jor.
A0ne more thing: Learn the language. Learn to speak it, learm teo write it.

For some of you that will msan overcoming years of had habits, but it can bhe domne”

with practice. If you have any luck at all, your instructors will makes you speak
and write. They will not cripple you by letting vou waste your time filling in
hlanks when, by requiring you to write essay answsrs to guestions, they could
moeve you along the roead to sxcellence in English. If you are not so lucky, if
you have the misfortune of having a teacher whoe does mot make you practice the
language, then practice it yvourself. Write something. Your thoughts, your
feelings, vour hopss and dreams. Argue. I don®t mean fuss, I mean argue.
Practice the art of organizing your thoughts and your informatieon in such a way
that you can win a point in a seriocous dehate.

FY¥ou may he thinking that I put special stress on language only hecause I make
my living with words. Wrong. Proper use of language is the clearest, most

-

unmistakakles mark of an educated man or wman. There are in this very room people”

who met each other for the first time this morning. They have alrpaﬂy mads
judgment’s akout one another’s intelligence: Not by giving them tests, or
gquizzing them in their fields of work, but by listening te them speak. You
simply cannot listen to anyong who speaks well and helieve that they are stupid.
And, I'm afraid, you cannot listen to anyoene who speaks poorly and helieve that

#~ they are truly smart. Good English, written and spoken, will open more doors fao

you than you can dream aof. Poor speech and hadly organized writing will close

F
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FI don’t mean to tell you that language is the only skill you mesd pay

L attention fto. I"m telling yvou a fact of life: Withouat good English, vou will

- ‘)F

have the very devil of a time getting people to honor the skills you do have.

A

FWhat more shall I tell vou this moerning? Take courage. I know how tough it
iz for some of vou, spending part of vour day as worker, part as parent and part
as student. I also know, heing the product of small, not-particularly famous or
prestigious schools myself, that vou sometimes find yoursselves wondering whether
the reward will justify the sacrifics. Christopher Newport is not a 250-vear-olid

vimstitution like Harvard, with its deeply imgrained traditions and reputation,

nor a 180-year-old university like UWa, with its clear sense of self. CNC is a
mere 25 ysars old, and its traditioms are still in the developmental process.

Whereas with the more famous and prestigious institutions, which manage to bestow

some of their luster on their graduates, you are more likely to bring homor to
CNT than the other wayv arcund. Any particular vear’s enrollment will leave
Harvard and UVa unchanged. What vou accomplish here, and after you leave here,
will contribute mightily to the honor and reputation of CNC, for hetter or for
WOTEE,

AThat’'s a heavy hurden, bhut the instinct that brought youn here did mnot play
you false. The sacrifice you make to sarn your education here will he eminently
worthwhile if vou will but recognize what you have here.

ATake courags, and takes pride inm what you have at this beantiful campus.
i FWhat do vou have? You have what every good college or university has: a
school dedicated to giving its students the basics. But you have more than

i 1

that., You have a school that triess to give its students not just facts and
figures, datss and data, but alss what might he called the tools for living. You
have fellow students who, older than the average, have suxperienced something of
life and can share with voen their wisdaomn. .

Fand don’t underestimate vour wisdom, or the valus of your insights. I can
tell you in a matter of ssconds what it took me decades to learmn: that the
gp-called experts may have information -- the statistics, the theories and the
familiarity with the published authorities that passes for supertise. PBut the
insights that grow out of your unigue szperisnces, the wisdom that you acguire hy
living life, mot just learmning about the lives of others, are as valid as anyone
glee’s, HNever forget that. |
. ATaks courage, take pride and take advantage. I1f you take advantages of the
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spportunitiss hers, mno matter how unheralded this infant institution may he, vou ~

-

_will isave here with the discipline, curiessity, the ocpenness to novelty and

opportunity and the intellectual wherewithal which together make it possible for

gducated men and women to understand, cope with and perhaps to transform that ”
rapidly changing world out there. 3
ACongratulations on your 25 years of esarnest effort and committed excellence,
and thank vou for allowing me to share in yvour celebration.®¥END OF STORY*® p
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