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It is my pleasure, on behalf of Empire State College, and on behalf on the entire State University of New York community, to welcome you all here today, and to congratulate those of you who are graduating.
You came to SUNY Empire State College with diverse backgrounds, diverse needs, various family and community circumstances, differing experiences with your work and previous education, diverse styles of learning, and various expectations of us to help you learn more and to achieve your goals.
Your diversity in all these ways has enriched us, and helped us understand learners and learning better, and so continue to be the top rated institution in SUNY in student satisfaction. Thank you for making us look good.
And you leave here somewhat less diverse, and at least more connected: you are each now a member of a nearly 60,000 strong group of people worldwide as an alumnus or alumna, and you can stay in touch with them and us for the rest of your lives (as many do) especially now that we have an award winning alumni web site to support your networking.

You are also part of the power of SUNY, by joining over 2.4 million SUNY graduates worldwide.  

Graduations are an odd business. As president, I get to dress up like this, say some words like these, shake your hand, and have my picture taken with you, even though you likely have never seen me nor spoken to me before, and may never again.

The people who do mean most to you are of course the mentors, the instructors, the professionals and the staff who have served you directly, and many others who are in the background all over the state. 

So, while we use this ceremony to honor you as our graduates, we are also reminded of, and we celebrate, the amazing dedication and commitment of our own SUNY Empire State College team.

Graduation addresses are especially difficult at institutions like ours. At a traditional institution, I could pontificate on the future and how the young graduates should live their lives and dream their dreams, and I would impress them with quotes from great leaders and philosophers, and so on. 
But, you know all that: in fact, if you knew me better, you’d soon realize that I am in no position to counsel any of you on life and its meaning.
But I am the president, this is your graduation, and I have a responsibility to say something memorable, and have at least one quote.

So, let me tell you a short story, and see if I can link it to my one quote and to some other points about how we, as ordinary people, are connected to each other in so many ways, and everything we do and how we live our lives is important, and thus why we are, each of us, exceptional. That is how we try at this college have tried to serve you and your learning, and I hope what I say resonates with you accordingly.

Since I arrived in 2008, I have been working with various groups of people from across the college on developing a vision for this college and a long term plan, all of which is now in place and you can view it and comment on it on our Web site. 
Our vision group started off, for no particular reason except to get to know each other, talking about which famous people we were connected to through a few degrees of separation: through family, friends, work, romance, but real and serious degrees of separation, not just seeing someone famous in the street, or sharing an elevator ride. 
So we went round the room a few times, and in so doing, we each became connected to each other’s connections, thus creating an extended network to some amazing people, such as:
Albert Einstein

Martin Luther King

both Presidents Bush

President Obama

Oprah

Frank Sinatra

Tiger Woods

Al Gore

Nelson Mandela

Vladimir Putin

Dalai Lama

Bill Gates

John F Kennedy

Saddam Hussein

The Rockerfellers

Michael Jordan

Mahatma Ghandi

Michael Phelps
Judy Garland

George Clooney, Brad Pitt and so everyone else in Hollywood
After the event today, you of course will also be connected by a few degrees of separation to each of these people, if you are not already.

I was very excited about the Obama connection. Because of his diverse family background, if we went around the room here, I think we’d find many close connections to him that would surprise us, considering that there are over 300 million Americans spread over nearly 4 million square miles. 

Back to my story. It is about my sister, Ruth.
We grew up, in case you hadn’t figured it out yet from my accent, in England. My parents adopted Ruth as a very young baby. And as so often happens, that inspired them then to produce me. 
Despite our different origins and different paths in life, Ruth and I were true brother and sister from start to finish. 

There was a second time in our early years where Ruth’s presence ensured my existence. We were picnicking in the park by the River Thames and I was trying to figure out why the strong river current only took the twigs I was dropping in in one direction, and would not go the other way. I was so annoyed about this and intent on getting the twigs to swim upstream that I fell in, and to this day I can remember the panic I felt when there was nothing below me but more, fast flowing water.

There was no time to call for help. We were screened from Mum and Dad by trees and bushes, so Ruth, who must only have been about 6 years old, planted herself on the river bank, reached down, and yanked me out. She then led me to our parents and, before they could launch in on me, she made sure they understood that they were not to tell me off because it wasn’t my fault.

Throughout her life, Ruth always had a bit of an issue with authority and always seemed to be at odds with bureaucrats, lawyers, doctors, and other members of the establishment any time she thought she was getting the run-around, or when one of her family or friends was in trouble. 

Because of the arcane selection process they used in those days in England for all children aged 11, Ruth and I attended different high schools. I went to the fancier, more academic school, and she went to the regular, more vocationally oriented school. 

It seemed inevitable that we’d go our own ways, since Ruth had announced as soon as she could talk, that she just wanted to have “lots of children and animals”. As the “brainy one”, I was expected to go as far as I could at university. 

As soon as she could, Ruth left school. She worked for a few years “in service” as a Nanny in rich peoples’ houses, and I remember visiting once where she worked: she was already surrounded by children and dogs, and she was in her element.

She met her husband Roger, and they started their own family and over the years she added more children, grandchildren, renters, dogs, birds, rabbits, rodents of all types, and even a chinchilla, and their house became a community hub with kids and grandchildren and friends and neighbors coming and going it seemed all day and night. 
Most of the time, with Roger disabled early on, my sister worked simultaneously in multiple low paying menial jobs: she was a cleaning lady, a night orderly in an old folks home, and an auxiliary at the local hospital, to name a few.
Ruth was had minimal reading and writing skills: enough to get by, but no sense of grammar or punctuation. I say that not with any judgment, nor malice: she knew enough to get by, and did well enough to eventually own her own home and to look after her extended family single-handed.

She learned from her grandchildren how to use e-mail, and it looked for a moment as though a whole new workload of connectivity for us would open up, beyond the Christmas and birthday cards and the obligatory telephone call once or twice a year. Unfortunately, Ruth only read her e-mail about every 3 months, so the excitement died pretty quickly for someone like me who is addicted to online communication.
After my first degree in 1972, I had emigrated to North America. 
It wasn’t until the summer of 2008, when Ruth turned 60, that she was finally able to visit us in North America, and she was as happy and relaxed as I had ever seen her. 

But she was diagnosed with cancer after she got back. I went to see her in January last year, and we laughed a lot together again. 

Which takes me back, surprisingly, to President Obama. When I was sitting with Ruth that last time, she asked me what it was like to work in the US. I said it was great and very exciting, what with a new president and everything.
Yea, she said, well, Mrs. Obama lives just a few doors up. 
I beg your pardon, I said.
Mrs. Obama lives just a few doors up.

I assumed it was her painkillers speaking.

But she was right: Mr Obama Senior’s first marriage was in Keyna, and his ex-wife, Mrs Obama Senior had emigrated to England and lived, literally, a few doors from my sister, on the same street. The local newspaper had a profile of her and her attendance at the inauguration as the President’s step mother. In terms of degrees of separation, Ruth, without any effort, beat me hands down!
Ruth died early last year surrounded by her family and friends and animals.

Her funeral procession passed by Mrs Obama Senior’s little house, and people stopped what they were doing and came out to pay their respects. I was amazed. How many people did she know? The memorial chapel was packed to overflowing: the town’s entire ambulance and paramedic crew were there in full uniform. They were there because my sister had worked at the ambulance station as the cleaning lady a few years earlier. 
She obviously had a way of connecting with people and leaving an a lasting impression. Far more than I have been able to with all my advantages and education. Ordinary people. Exceptional lives.
So, what is my message here?  I’m not sure.

That you don’t need a college education to be well-liked and much-loved?  Well, you don’t. 
It doesn’t hurt, but it isn’t enough, and whenever I get pompous about my advanced education, I think about my sister, and the richness and difficulty of her life. To be well-liked and much-loved takes hard work, just like it did for you to get here today.

Which leads finally to my quote. It is the last song recorded by the Beatles, who my sister and I grew up listening to and even went together to see once at the Finsbury Park Astoria in London. 
The quote is very simple, and speaks to the simple of equation of life, which you already know and have exemplified, but should never forget. “What you put into life is what you get out of it”; or “what goes around, comes around”.

The Beatles put it very well:
“In the end, the love you take is equal to the love you make.”
Thank you. 
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