On Friday, Neosho County Community College held its 89" annual commencement and
graduation! (Nextyear is the big 9-0!) Itis always so wonderful to see students cross the
stage and become graduates! Itis a time of excitement, pride, joy, and the total sense of
accomplishment that fills the air every year. You can see it in the faces of the families and
friends of the graduates, and the college employees who helped them get to the stage. We
all share in the pride and the thrill of a job well done.

As the President of NCCC | have the honor of conducting the ceremony, but you might not

recognize me that night. For one, I’'m wearing a robe, a “hood,” a medal, and a funny black
hat with a tassel. I’'m also wearing a tie, which is a rare event indeed for me, but not as rare
as the funny hat with the tassel | suppose. Academic traditions are weird.

But you also might not recognize how | conducted myself that night. If you have ever heard
me speak to a group, you know that | often have an outline prepared but prefer to speak
without notes. | play off the crowd, making it a bit more conversational and improvisational
to make the speech more natural, which helps me connect with the audience and make it
more fun. But not on graduation night. My whole speech is written. Itisincredibly formal
to reflect the nature of the event. This nightis not about me; itis about the graduates and
their accomplishments.

When the appropriate time comes, | confer their degrees, with the official proclamation
that starts, “By the power vested in me by the Kansas Board of Regents and the Board of
Trustees of Neosho County Community College...” | have to fight the urge to make the “I
bless you” hand gesture when | say the official proclamation. Then the real point of the

evening starts — the students cross the stage.

We have a lot of graduates, and | have to say, my face hurts from smiling for so long as |
shake every student’s hand and pose for a picture with them. Most have such amazing
smiles on their faces as they receive their diploma cover. (This is just the cover. The real
diploma comes in the mail in a few weeks. Grades are not even due to the office until the
following Tuesday, so we are not 100% sure they passed all of their classes yet.)

While a few graduates look stoic, or even uncomfortable about being seen by the 2,000
people in the gym, most are beaming. Itis easy to see that and feel their pride. It is very
affirming, | promise you.

This year, something different happened at the end that will stick with me for a while. As
the last line of graduates were about to take the stage, a young woman in a cap and gown
rushed into the gym and came to the back of the line. We give cards to each graduate so
that the readers can see their name and all of their accomplishments to announce them to



the crowd. She didn’t have a card, but she showed her cell phone to the reader, who
announced her name and her degree (in Surgical Technology).

When she crossed the stage, the very last graduate of the evening, she did not look happy,
proud, relieved or excited. | could see her eyes welling up. When | shook her hand she
said, “l was in a car accident, but | made it.” The Surgical Technology program is based in
Ottawa, so | knew she had quite a drive to be here tonight. Something must have happened
along the way, but here she stood.

We took a picture together. Then | told her, “Finishing college is about persistence, more
than anything else. You showed real persistence tonight, not only with completing your
program, but in getting here tonight despite the accident. I’'m proud of you.”

And | was proud of her. She overcame a terrible issue and still got here with just moments
to spare — and she crossed the stage. It made me think about all of those other students,
now graduates in the audience, who no doubt had to overcome their own issues and
problems to be here tonight.

College is hard. Books, assignments, tests, reports, labs, skill development, attendance,
finals, essays, and on and on, for years. Even if the person leads a charmed life with no
major problems for the years that they are studying at NCCC or elsewhere, there are
mountains of work to be done to earn that degree. But often, problems do happen, and
sometimes itis bad enough to end a college career if you let it.

-It is the student that persists that makes it. They adapt, they overcome, they maneuver
around, and they succeed. When you meet a college graduate, it’s not just someone that
fulfilled the demands of a class or a program. They often overcame personal issues,
sometimes tragedies, to complete the program. That’s why college graduates earn respect
as well as a degree.

Congratulations to that Surgical Technology student and to all our graduates. You did it.
You persisted when others might have given up. You finished what you started, and you
have earned that degree or certificate. Well done! I’m very proud of you all.

If you have any questions about this column or anything else, please contact me at
binbody@neosho.edu.



