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Thank you to President Di Pasquale, Senator Reed, Congressman Cicilline, Governor Chafee, state and local officials, faculty and staff, family and friends, and, most importantly, the graduating Class of 2014. 

I am humbled and honored to be chosen as your 2014 commencement speaker.

Prior to walking through these doors in 2010, I was a very different person from the one who stands before you today; I was full of self-doubt. These are a few of the statements that were running through my head:

“Hey, kid, you aren’t a straight ‘A’ student; you shouldn’t be here.

Hey, kid, you will probably end up in jail; you shouldn’t be here.

Hey, kid, you have a bad back, bad eyes, bad feet; you shouldn’t be here.

Hey, kid, you’re only a tank driver; you shouldn’t be here

Hey, kid, you’re only a mailman; you shouldn’t be here.”

What have you done to make it to this day? What have you been through? 

I’m going to go out on limb here, but I bet each and every person in here has experienced adversity on the road to this point. Whether it’s the 18-year-old working two jobs trying to figure out how to pay for school; the single parent balancing dinner, diapers and class work; or the 57-year-old student veteran coming back into classroom after 30 years, you know a challenge when you see one.

My own life has seen a few twists and turns up to this point, from a low of living in my car wondering if I would even graduate high school; to serving two tours in Baghdad; delivering mail in the USPS; to ultimately walking across this very stage with my fellow classmates. 

Through all these chapters of my life thus far, like you, I have endured, persevered.

In life, we tend to focus on the destination and not the journey. It’s always in the distance, the goals we strive toward, and when we get there, it’s on to the next thing. But it is important to take a moment to take a look back and see how far we’ve come.

CCRI is a unique institution in that it takes all comers, problems and all. It says no matter what you may have been through, there is a home for you. Whether it’s the departments, Enrollment Services, Student Life, Access and other multitude services, they want you to succeed

If you stumble, they will pick you up. If you have a question, they will help you find an answer. And if for whatever reason you can’t finish, the door is always open, welcoming you back. 
And while it is their mission to provide world-class instruction, some of the most important lessons did not come out a textbook. I have two experiences that stood out for me. I remember walking into General Chemistry 1 with Dr. Ralph Kreiser after bombing the first the first test, and he stood before the class after gleefully putting away his red pen and said, “You guys have problems, and if I were you, I would join a study group.”

After that, I missed the “A” in the class by 1/100 of a point … the second time I sat through the class. There are also lessons to be had from failure. (And to the professors I have annoyed over the years, I learned from you, too!)

The second was my German class. I finished my fourth semester this year. Professor Carol Panaccione handed the class a piece of paper in which we drew an outline of our hands and were required to write a promise. She collected them, sealed them in an envelope and gave it back to us at the end of the semester. I wrote, “Finish what you start.” Who knew?

As we proceed across the stage and receive our hard-earned diplomas, after the applause dies down and we move on to our next journey, remember to take a moment think about the person you were before you stepped foot at CCRI. You are a product of your experience, and CCRI is now a part of that.

Now, on this May 16, 2014, that sense of self-doubt is gone, and instead I hear:

“Hey, kid, I think you should try that; you belong here.

Hey, kid, I see a lot of potential; you belong here.

Hey, kid, you can be whatever you want to be; you belong here.

Hey, kid, you can make difference; we need you here.

Hey, kid, congratulations on all that you have accomplished here. Thank you for being here.”

Thank you, Community College of Rhode Island, for letting me be here. 

And to Class of 2014, congratulations! Show the world what it means to persevere! 

