Graduation Speech – Joe Dolan

Welcome graduates, family, friends, teachers, and administration.  It is with great honor that I speak in front of you today.  I am a fortunate man, I love coming to work everyday.  That is in large part do to the teachers, staff and administration I work with but more so do to with you students.  I have worked most closely with you over the years and found you to be kind, intelligent, funny, hard working and a pure pleasure.  There is no wonder I enjoy coming to work with you as my coworkers.  Parents, that is what I have found working with your children – congratulations to you.  

Four years ago was our first day at NPHS.  It was the first day of my teaching career and you were to be my first students.  I wonder if we shared the same emotions on that day.  I was more excited preparing for that day than any other in my life and you were foremost on my mind.  The most important thing was to do right by you.  At the same time I was nervous – being brand new - I did not know what to expect.  I questioned whether I could do the job as well as I wanted and as well as you deserved.  My anxiety was eased, however, because of the people I encountered that day.  My first class was in Frank Ciliberto’s room.  We talked before class began and he asked me if it were my first year teaching and how old I was.  When I told him I was a twenty two year old, first year teacher, he said “Wow” a common response when I revealed my age to other.  Mr. Ciliberto went on to tell me how much he has enjoyed his thirty plus year career and his calm and jovial demeanor as the students filed in reminded me of something incredibly important that I had forgotten in the mist of over-preparation, to simply enjoy the moment.  I would only have one first day as a teacher and he reminded me to have fun.  
And I have enjoyed every single day since.  
It did help to have a good balance amongst my very first students – there are few who enjoy learning more than Angela Robbins.  Karolyn Branche and Brittany Hartman never stopped giggling.   PJ Campbell greeted me everyday with a handshake.  Mike Kastner and Sean Fagan played on my fears of Canadians.  Manny Ragule did make me nervous until I realized she wasn’t yelling but actually talking.  I also had a problem with Tim Freer and Ben Pace looking down at me from their 14 year old perch.  There was Joanna Blatchly who reminded me that fun was good but you better be teaching me something important.  

I realized that there were a lot of people enjoying what they did.  There is no one who enjoys teaching more than Bill Zimmer.  He puts a lot of himself into this job especially for the seniors.  When DiBari runs through the café at lunch with his bull horn – “alright, alright, alright, it’s tray time” yes he wants you to clean up but it is more that he is having some fun.  Over the years I have seen Chuby dance and Castro shatter bricks with the Rahhals and put the pieces in his mouth and chew them up.  I have heard the Basics play music, Ulrich yell SCIENCE, and Mr. Cook talk about all his beautiful people.  One semester of public speaking people cried everyday – not because my lessons were bad - but because they spoke from their heart.  I have witnessed great victories amongst you – today being one of the greatest.  You have not let me down.  The fulfillment I sought on my first day is complete.
Today as we finish our last day and New Paltz High together I experience the same emotions.  I am nervous about leaving a place I love, and leaving people that have made my stay so remarkable.  I am nervous about starting again in a new place with new people.    At the same time I am excited about those same things.  Look I’m 26 and don’t claim to know much.  At the same time, I was in your position only 8 years ago and clearly remember what it feels like.  This is going to be – up to this point – the greatest opportunity for you to create your own life.  You will not know the outcome of your efforts and that is part of the fun.  I didn’t know I would wind up in New Paltz, I did because I liked the view from campus. I didn’t know I was going to teach, let alone in the same town but I did because I met someone that steered me in that direction.  When I woke up on my wife’s last birthday I didn’t know we would be married later that afternoon. You don’t have to know the outcome before you begin.  Live in that excitement – embrace it.  It can be great if you pursue greatness.  Work with what you love, and spend time with people who will push you toward your goals.  And always remember to enjoy the moments. 
I want to tell you a graduation story.  And let be begin by telling you that I am fortune’s fool.  Overall, things work out for me but often times along the way there are mishap – Gods playing tricks on me – the gods have to have some fun too.  Eight years ago almost to the day, I was preparing for my high school graduation and running late.  My car then, like all first cars should be, was unreliable and stopped working about one mile from the Syracuse War Memorial where the graduation was being held.  Having run this distance in phys ed weeks earlier, I figured I could make the dash in roughly seven minutes.  However, my footwear for the day troubled my stride.  I had worn flip flops, my final act of high school rebellion.  My school too had deemed these airy rubber mats health hazards, a danger to all men, women, and children.  Any one here wearing flip flops today?  And the battle continues, one flip flop at a time.  On this day it became apparent why the shoes were not allowed.  Stopping short for passing traffic my left flop flew off and was run over by a truck on which was written in large letters three feet from my face “What did we tell you?”   The rest of which I did not read having something to do with buying other pork products.  Suddenly my rebellion lost its power.  
I pealed my deformed shoe off the pavement and raced to join my fellow graduates who already made the procession into the arena.  The War Memorial was a 12000 seat arena used mostly for hockey games and traveling entertainment.  For the graduation they split the arena in two using an enormous blue curtain.  I heard the band put the finishing touches on “Pomp and Circumstance” as I ran through the empty half of the arena toward the curtain.  Naturally I assumed there would be a break in the middle of the curtain that I could get through and quietly take a seat in the back of the graduates.  I pushed and pulled at the velvet seeking a glimpse light on the other side.  As I searched for a way, the curtain waved sixty feet high and two hundred feet wide.  From the other side it must have looked like an angry sea.  I tried and tried to find a way in even trying to squeeze underneath the curtain but to no avail.  Eventually, I heard the calls of the crowd saying go around which I did.  My plan of remaining inconspicuously late had failed.  Thousands of people stared, some clapped, as I wandered around the edge of the divider.  
I took my seat in the back and the ceremony commenced.  The speakers spoke and the graduates cheered.  Then our first graduate was called to receive his diploma.  Anton Adams’ name was followed by a roaring cheer from his family.   I knew Anton, and knew that he was the first person from his family to graduate from High School – they were elated, proud and loved him for what he had accomplished.  He was ecstatic as well being handed his diploma.  What followed made me realize the importance of this day.  Anton’s family had an effect on the rest of the audience.  With every name that was called the applause became more powerful.  Instead of families supporting only their graduating seniors the whole audience cheered for every graduate.  Thousands of people were showing their support with resounding volume.  I had time sitting in the back row to watch and listen and think about what I had done over the past four years.  The audience, through their cheers showed us graduates the importance of what we worked hard to accomplish.  

Unfortunately for me, I was three hundred and fifty students deep.  The cheering had gradually lost its authority.  The arena became more and more quiet.  The support for graduates was delivered with love but no longer with authority.  


My name was called and for the most part the audience must have fallen asleep or past out from exhaustion because all I could hear was the lonely applause of my family and the flip of my flops one of which suddenly slid off, having been run over by a truck.  I stumbled, caught myself on the speakers’ podium and the complete silence was broken by a lone voice that cried out “That boys crazy.”  With that I accepted my diploma and move forward in my life knowing that graduating from high school is a great accomplishment and that flip flops should only be worn at the beach.
At this point I want to honor some of your accomplishments New Paltz High School Class of 2005.  Please stand and remain standing if what I say applies to you.

· If you are graduating in 2005 and are the raining Lord of the Dance please stand

· If you are graduating from NPHS and going to study abroad next year please stand.
· If you are graduating an all state musician please stand.
· Will the graduates planning to serve in our countries military at west point and the air force please stand.
· Will the Pre Med students stand up
· Graduates having gained experience in the workplace through New Visions

· Will the graduate who scored a perfect 800 on the math SATs please stand

· If you are one of the amazing graduates who has saved a life 

· If you are graduating today and are able to speak three languages please stand

· Satisfied four years of requirements in three years

· If you have already started your own business

· Created and distributed a promotional DVD for your band

· Taken the lead in a stage production
· If you were one of the young women on the three time section 9 girls soccer team please stand

· Would all the section 9 champions please stand
· Certificate for employment from Vo Tech
· If you have committed to attending a college or university next year please stand

· If you are joining the American work force next year please stand

· If you have had a positive impact on someone else’s life please stand up
Ladies and Gentlemen, if you are proud of these graduates please stand up.  

New Paltz High School class of 2005 we honor you.  Congratulations.  
