Convocation Speech by John Colucci


Well, I’m glad that this isn’t too different than standing in front of thirty sixteen year olds.  And before I begin, I want to make sure that you all caught the line in my bio, “is currently searching for a position teaching high school English.”  You can find me at the reception if you know of anything.  


Dean Peterson, Dr. Brooks-Gunn, Advisors, Faculty, family and friends thank you for being here with us today to celebrate this achievement in our lives.  


By the end of my freshman year, I knew that I wanted to be a campus tour guide so I signed up for an interview.  But I’ll spare the details because I didn’t get it.  So, I found myself lurking on tour groups.  The obsession started as accidents, cutting through the herds after frogger-ing my way across Sheridan Road.  Then I was following the groups for a bit on my way to class, picking up things like why Kresge is shaped the way it is.  Eventually, I got good at knowing where tour groups would be on a certain day.  I didn’t know what I was hoping for.  Maybe I wished that just once the guide would walk backward a little too confidently and stumble into the lakefill just in time for me to take over, continue the tour and save the day. 


But I do know what I heard.  I heard the guides stress why Northwestern is different than any other institution:  this number of students that studies abroad is remarkable, this professor’s kindness shines through when she invites you over to her house at the end of the class, our location just north of Chicago provides limitless opportunities.  But today we all know what makes Northwestern different than other places.  It is our school, the School of Education and Social Policy, or SESP, as it’s known around here.  Other people know it’s different too.  I think we made that pretty apparent last night at Commencement when no other school cheered louder than we did for their Dean.  And the three red-tasseled graduates sitting behind me and Quinton joked that it was probably because we had all eaten dinner together or something.  And we did.  On more than one occasion.  Our candy jar in the Student Affairs Office and free printing in the lab is no secret.  They might think it’s a place where everyone wants to save the world but they are still jealous that research opportunities for undergrads with grad students and professors are encouraged.  This place makes Northwestern different because it educates not just future teachers but students from all disciplines through a curriculum that believes learning continues across the lifespan.  No other combination of things would have helped me make the decision to become a teacher.  


I came to SESP as a Social Policy major.  However, my plans shifted when the PhD candidate I worked for as a research assistant my freshman year suggested I consider changing my major to Education.  Actually, in her role as researcher, course instructor, Director of Undergraduate Teacher Education and friend, she bluntly charged, “John, you need to become an English teacher!”  By the end of the week, I talked to advisers, signed paperwork, and made the switch.  Her suggestion changed my life and the way I think about it.  I was persuaded to become a teacher because I trusted her.  It was easy to because she had, after all, trusted me with transcribing her life’s work—even if it did take her a while to let me keep it over the weekend in my fraternity house.    


I waited until my senior year for the test that this decision had in store for me: student teaching.  That was the hardest thing I have done in my life.  When it was over, I got “John, how was studying abroad?” a lot.  No, no, I had to explain, I’ve just been teaching a thirty-minute L ride away.  But I guess my absence was expected, considering the routine I kept during that time: waking up at 5 am, thinking about my transition between reading logs and tableaux performances in the shower, talking with a student about how to go about finishing a writing assignment on the L, challenging a shut down student with a journaling activity in class, reflecting, making copies, catching my breath during prep, checking that students showed up to their detentions, introducing a new swing to the tennis team after school, passing out on the L, grading and preparing for the next day in the SESP computer lab, making myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and finally, sleeping.  Then repeating it—with surprise variation—five days a week for eleven weeks.  This experience taught me what it is like to do my best work.  It also taught me what it is like to feel ready for what I had to do.


My story is just one out of the group of graduates here today.  But it is the one I know best.  And I’m glad I didn’t have to abridge it because of rain.  I hope you had a different initial obsession on campus but I’m sure you had a SESP mentor you trusted enough to just let go and help influence your life or a mountain of your own to climb.  I thought I would only use my words in this speech and not quote some big thinker’s often clichéd thoughts.  But when I sat down to write this, I also thought about how I have spent the past four years learning about how not to lecture at people and tried to think of a way to pull off an interactive graduation speech.  But, all things don’t work out in the end.  Shakespeare wrote, “All the world’s a stage / and all the men and women merely players.”  I urge you to play whatever part SESP has prepared you for well.  Know that there are people waiting for you.  Not banks or med schools or policy think tanks or schools—but people.  For me, it’s a group of students.  They are out there waiting for me to be their teacher, guide and adult friend.   Who is waiting for you? 


I’ve been hearing a lot of “I just can’t wait to graduate and be in the real world” these past few weeks from other soon-to-be graduates.  I can’t really relate because at SESP, we’ve been living in the real world.  Our studies and our field experiences have let us know that there is injustice out there.  But we have seen that there is some good too.  We have not merely been charged to leave things better than how we find them; rather, we have been taught how to do it.  Because of this, SESP asks more of us than of other graduates.  We juggle obligations to ourselves, to our family and to our communities because we want to strengthen working relationships and make people feel good about themselves.  Maybe that’s what we were cheering for so loudly last night.  Be proud and excited that we have come this far and are this ready.    


I’m ending with a simple story of thanks because when I first delivered this speech to students on the convocation committee and they asked me why I thought I should be the student speaker, I told them it was because I had something to say.  Sure, all that stuff you just heard is important, but this story is exactly what I had in mind.  I met Ieshia my first day of observing classes at my student teaching site with a fistful of someone else’s hair, her t-shirt dangling off one shoulder and mascara streaked across her tear-damp face.  At the time, I thought, I wonder what the other girl looks like.  No, I thought, what an angry girl.  But it didn’t take me long to know that I was ready to change that.  I didn’t see her much during my three months of observation.  She was either suspended or ditching more days than she was in class.  


I declared that change had come on my first day of student teaching.  Sure, President Obama had just been inaugurated and I had no problem stealing his thunder, but it was more my declaration that things were going my way now.  It was a change in the schedule of my life and the responsibilities I had to assume.  It was a change for Ieshia too, because I made it a priority to keep her from slipping through the cracks in our public education system.  I started having all of my students write letters to me each week.  Instead of doing what other college kids do on the weekend, I responded to 130 voices.   I learned about Ieshia, her home and her successes and struggles at school.  I made her stay after school to complete her missing homework because she had to be caught up and home was not the environment to do that in.  It was the agreement we had if she wanted to raise her grade to passing.  


One day, after a few weeks of our after-school homework club, I called Ieshia’s mom to tell her about the improvement she had made in turning in assignments and how I counted on her to help others in class.  There was silence on the phone.  Maybe she thought I had the wrong number.  The wrong Ieshia.  But then she said, “It’s so nice to hear something like that.”  The next day at school, I heard the infamous call “MR. COO-COO!”—my students’ nickname for a last name they found funny—coming from down the hallway.  It was Ieshia.  “I gotta talk to you,” she pleaded.  I fought back the fear that she was about to tell me she’d given up.  That what I had demanded of her was just too hard, just not worth it.  I braced myself for her going back to her old ways.  We went into the classroom, the place that finally felt like my classroom.  Her fingers played with the chalk on the ledge and she told me, “Your call to my mom—I really needed that.”  I didn’t say anything back to Ieshia.  I didn’t need to.  I smiled, knowing what success feels like.  SESP had prepared me to do more than teach reading and writing.    


I knew that moment would be one of those little clips of memory that stay with you for the rest of your life.  Right after it happened, I didn’t know why.  I had helped other students during my time student teaching and I was sure that I would help more succeed in the future.  But on the L ride home that day, in between energizing satisfaction and end-of-the-day exhaustion, my eyes opening and closing like a slow, stuck elevator door, I thought about Ieshia’s words—“Your call to my mom—I really needed that” and I told myself that I really needed SESP.  We have all needed this place to prepare us for the people we have waiting for us.  We needed those SESP mentors that helped mold us by taking us in as their own to encourage us during the challenges we were presented with and conquered.  We needed that candy and those free copies all the same.  Because now, we have the tools to stick with whatever we will involve ourselves in.  And if you’ll forgive me one more time, the future English teacher in me has one more line to share.  Gwendolyn Brooks, the woman-poet and life-liver wrote the following words that are on my soon-to-be-deleted facebook account—the whole trying to get a job thing—and were at one time painted on the walls of my classroom to prove to my students that when words mean things to people they have to show it somehow: “Live and go out. / Define and / medicate the whirlwind.”  I think that in the process of healing the whirlwind that is our world, we define ourselves.  Somewhere in each one of our self-definitions, perhaps the origin, has to be this little school that does, as it should, big things.  Thank you SESP, I really needed that.    


Thank you and congratulations to the Class of 2009 from a school that deserves our loud cheers—dinners at Dean Peterson’s house or not.   
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