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MRS. CLINTON: Thank you. Thank you. Thank you very'much. 
Thank you all so very mUch for making me feel so welcome here at 
Brooklyn College. (ApplLause.) I am delighted that I had this 
opportunity on this gio~ious day to be part of this commencement 
celebration. I want tolthank President Lattin, the 
administrators and faculty, the alumnae and trustees all who 
support this great cOII~ge. Thank you for being cOminitted to 
educating 'all of our people. (Applause.) 

But most of all I waht to thank the'honored members of the 
Class of 1995 for inviting me to participate in your celebration. 

,And I want to thank andl congratulate all of the parents, 
relatives and friends who are gathered here today. Let's give 
all of them a, big roundl of applause. (APPlause.)., ' 

Your support and encouragement are reflected J.n the degrees 

that will be awarded tOday, and the investment you have made in 

these students' educatipn is one of the soundest and most 

important investments you can make. 


It is also one of thl smartest investments,any society can 
make, and I hope that bpth families and societies will continue 
to understand that educ,ation must remain our most important 
priority if we want to build strong and good citizens and strong 
and good societies now iand int~ the future., . ,'" . ' 

I have been asked several tJ.mes why I am makJ.ng a commencement 
address here at Brookly!n College. Well, I think it is self
evident. And every onel who is associated with the college knows 
that this is a great pJblic college.

I 

It is also a cOllegJ that represents the full diversity and 
possibility of Am7rica.1 It is a college. tha:~ ~akes. th7 education 
of all people serJ.ouslYj -- men, women, mJ.norJ.tJ.es, J.mmJ.grants, 
refugees, anyone willing to take responsibility and work is 
welcome here at Brookl~n College. 
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I was also delighted to see that Brooklyn College honors its 
very strong tradition, by having with us·today in the very front 
rows, graduates from fifty years ago. 

'And I remember'a' novJI·written moi::'~ than' fifty years ago, 
called, tlA Tree Grows ,in Brooklyn tl . Perhaps,some of you do as 
well. Well, today we,s~e that it is not just trees that grow in 
Brooklyn.· We see that Ifiinds grow fn Brooklyn, ideals and dreams 
grow in Brooklyn, and ftl.tures grow in Brooklyn. And that is why 
I am here, because I wartted to thank all of you for doing what, 
you'doto ed~cat~ and bllild strong students and citizens. 
CI~arlywhat you have c~nfronted ·and overcome in reaching this 
day is considerable. Many of you in this class are older than 
the average graduating~tudent around,the country todCiY. You are 
already skilled in many Iways of the world ,and you have already" , 
paid your dues. Many of you have worked full-time or part-time, 
have'raised families, h+vetaken'on all kinds of additional . 
responsibilities. And t think the motto;of this cOllege speaks 
to the reality of a worthwhile,life-- tlnothing without great 
efforttl. Your efforts are what ted you to this camp~s in the , 
first place~ without great effort, without great discipline and ' 
sacrific~ you would not! be sitting here today. '., ,. 

• 
I would like to spend a few minutes bilking about why your 

experiences here at Bro6klyn College ?re critical to not only for 
yourselves but for thos~ who will ,come after you; Our society 
and our nation have his~orically believed that educiation was a 
collective repsonsibility~ 

Americans have alWay~ understood that' education was a gateway 
to opportunity that couid make an important difference in the 
lives of all our peoplel. I know that you can extend opportunity, 
and, it has to be met hallf-way by the acceptance of responsibility 
in order for education fO mean anything. ,', , , 

Yet today, we see th~opportunity for educati~n under attack. 
,We know there are those/ among us who would'knock down the ladders 
of opportunity after they, themselves, have already reached the 
top rung. ,Today, as wei celebrate your, commencement we have to be 
'committed to making sur:e that education does not deteriorate in 
America today~ We have to tke a strong stand on behalf of the 
importance, of ~earni~g ./Iand training, on 'behalf O,f universities 

. and colleges 11keth1s one. ' " 
. . ' . 

. 

, I know :that many of IYou have already spoken 
, 

out' against 
efforts to make your educations more costly and less accessible. 
I hope all, of you who ~re graduating today and all of your family 
members and friends whd have sacrificed to bring you to this 
point, will continue t~:raise your voices to safeguard education 
and the ,opportunities for the progress it represents in our 
society. 
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'. 
You ,know, education is' not only important for acquiring facts 

or knowledge. It is no~only important for acquiring skills to 
,prepare oneself for maktng' a living'. . It is also about learning 
how to meet the challenges of one's tl.me .:.- how to solve pr,oblems 
and adapt to new circumstances. It is about building a broader. 
understanding of our world, and building one's' capacity for. ' 
tolerance and compassio~ and responsib:te behavior. 

'It is about defining on~'s place in the world and creatingohe's 
personal identity again~t the back-drop of how others have lived 
throug~out history. : 

And educat'ion is not, if it ever were', a one-shot ,experience. 
There are all kinds of people in'our society today who need to 
and to want to learn,more~ They range from the very yoUng to the 
old. Just consider Enid Elder who graduates today in the Class 
of 1995,' she is eighty years young. (Applause.)' She is earning a 
degree in elementary ed~cation and has already begun teaching at, 
a day care center here in Brooklyn • ' , , , I " , 

There are hundreds ahd'hundreds of stories like Ehid's'that 
could be told.' so'inst~ad of 'shrinking educational opportunities, 
we should be expanding them, 'beginning in bhildhood and carrying . 
on throughout· li.fe. " 'l ' . ",'" ' . , . . .'" . . .. 

But tragically , as you know, there is 'a movement afoot in state 
capital's and the' nation:' scapital, to retreat o'n education . 
funding.. A retreat that is' marked by a rather unusual' argument, 

. . I 

The argu. ment goes.. that 'I'slashing educa.tion funding is for the 
good of, our children.". That cutting back on education will 
enable us in some mIraculous way, to provide more and better' 
opportunities than we nbw enjoy. Nothing could be further from 

,the. truth. If we sound the retreat on education in America, we 
deny the opportunity of pre-school and Head Start to hundreds of 

,·thousands of children. 
. .' 

We deny tens of, thousands of elementary school students the 
'resources they need to limprove their reading and math skills. We 
deny summer jObs and le~rning opportunities to young people. We 
deny the opportunity fo~ college to miilions of 'Americans by 
shrinking the availabiljityOf loans, making them. less flexible, 
and raising interest pa¥Irients and tuition beyond the reach of ' 
many working families i:nAmerica. ,. . , ' I 

Here at this college', the president has told me that more than 
half of the student body come from families that earn an·income. 
of less than $20,000 ddllars a year'~' More than sixty percent of 

, ! . • - .. •• .'the stUdent body have some kl.nd of fl.nan.cl.'al al.d. "I thl.nk we 
should be extending a b!elping hand, not holding out a stop sign 
to the children of worJding.families who want to better themselves 
and build a better. fut~refor our country.. (Applause ~) 
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• 
" Denying opportunities of education to individual .Americans . 
also does not help us as ~Isociety. It is parti6ularly ironic, 
that those who profess to worry about the loss of civility and 
character in our society a~e on a crusade to cut back federal 
support for education! andlobliterate the. nation<;tlservice .' 
program known as Amer1corps that the Pres1dent k1Cked off here a 
year ago at this college. I You know about community service at 
Brooklyn College. Not only was the Presideht's Public Safety and 
National Service Forum held here but st~dents from this College . 
are tutoring and mentoringl children in area schools, helping with 
programs to reduce violence. 

I. . . . .'. ,
Throughout this community Americorps members are teaching peer 

mediation, patrolling schobls, working with police officers '. 
through the Cadetcorps andl acting as safety escorts for older 
citizens. National service is an idea that·the President made 

, I •

into a program. It is buillt on very old-fashioned values of hard 
work, discipline, sacrificle and community service. It is about 
rewarding people for beingl good citizens. The men and women 
participating in Americorps and other service programs are doing 
so because they really w<;tnt' to hel,? peop~e in ne7d.They wa.nt to 
serve, and all they get ,1n return 1S ass1stnce w1th collegeltuition. But now there are some that want to tell theseybung 
men and women, that their fuission of servicie, helping others and 
caring about the larger cbkmunity isn't valUed much in our 
society. I ' 

• They are being told tha~ education and service are not, 
afterall, noble goals we spould stand behind. Well, I think we 
ought to stand up and say ~hat education and service do matter. 
They are about building chflracter. Character is one of the 
anchors of society. And when we, talk about character we don't 
just mean talk, we mean ac~ion. Building a civil society that 
actually .lives up. to its ideals. It is not'thatAmericans lack 
character, it is just thatl society has too often stopped 
rewarding it. -Just look around and you will see the effects of 
what one political scienti'st has called, "turbo-charged 
capitalism". Consumerism and materialism go unchecked, run 

. ' I •• .• .rampant through our culture d1ctat1ng our tastes and des1res, bur 
values and dreams .. 

We are fed, through the media, a daily diet of sex and 
violence and 'social dysfunction and unrealizable fantasies. We 
live too often in a dispos1able,throw-away society, where the 
yearning for profits and ihstant gratification, overshadows the 
~:~~. for moderation, and riestraint and investing for the long-. 

So the question for usa:; individuals and as a society is -
,liDo we define ourselves byi style or by substance?" By the logo 
on our sneakers or the generosity in our hearts? By the .' 

,celebrity we crave or thejreputation we ear:n? Everyone of us, 
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,espec1ally those graduating,,~·dl1 have to ask yourselves these·, 
" questions. Years from no~, : as you' are face(i with. decisions about 

" whether or how to ,ma~e corttr ibution's to the' largerr' community, I ' 
hope you will,think, aboutja young woman who is with,us today, a 
graduate of Brooklyn College, ~isette Nieves, a ,Rhodes Scholar' 

. fro~ Brooklyn. col~ege an~ Ia membe:r ,now of,th7 corpc;>ration for" , 
Nat~onal Serv~ce ~n Wash~ngton. I hope you w~ll th~nk of all of 
the distinguished graduatt!as of this College and build,on their 
experience to serve comID.urtities. ", " " 

As you go f,orwardfrom/ this 'college, . remember that th~ path' 
open to you now, is ,the one you that'choose to make. As,Gloria 
Naylor, another distingui~hed' graduate of this college, 'whose 
novels have so enriched the American literary landscape, ,told an 
interviewer a few years ago, liMy father instilled in,us the senSe 
,that you make your 'own path and let no one tell you that· you 
can't .... You now have thelopportunities to make thqt path. our 
society l!0w has opportuni~~es ~o.chart a n7w.path into.the 
twenty-f~rst century.' Ou~ cho~ceS an4 dec~s~ons do matter, and 
so does our seilse of ours1elves. 

• 

We were recently re~in!d~d by th~' tragedy in 'Oklahoma ti ty .of 
" the h.orren.dO.us and, horrifric. d<;,mage tha~ .. ha.. 'tre.dc.·.an c':Hise. But we 

also saw a generos~ty of Jsp~r~t. We d~d s'ee Our nat~onal 
character at work." We could feel the same sense of' . . 

, resJ?0l!s~bility ~hat alwa~s comes in t~m~ of rieed'--:- ,,!henthe 
'art~f~c~al barr~ers of race, and ethn~c~ty and rel~g~on and 
region are knocked over ~na comnion'pursuit to help one another, 
and to rebuild for each other. ' 

Many of youkn,ow that jI 'recentl.~ returr~ed', from a trip to South 
Asia with my daughter. I had the opportunity tovisit.'cQuntries 
that are struggling to b~come full-fledged, .' free market economies 
to,provide real opportunity for their own people. There is 
something very humblin9 cibout shaking the ~ands of men and women 
who have paid the ultima~e price for, de.unocracy. ,People whose 
husbands, and mothers,aAd soils and fathers have been 
assassinated because the~ worked to bring people together, to 
buil,d a stronger' and freer society'. People who have paid the 
price in torture, exile itnd imprisonment.: It was humbling to 
know that'all over the wbrldtoday,'from the many countries whoSe 

'graduates are represented here as first~generation Americans, 
people are trying to build societies based on"the ideas we 
Americans espouse. ' 

When I came home from South Asfa, t coiIlc,in't help but wonder, 
"Why do we spend so much,time in a bad,moodin America' today?" 
We have so much tO,be grateful for. We have so many blessings in 
this country .,we have sb manyopportunities to bui.ld a stron'ger, 
juster, more educated s,obiety. Each of us, in our own'way can 
make clear that' w,e value the things that really matter ,that make 

• • " < ,"0 , 
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a' difference:' bll tt.l\S! Itjj.~ C!fj,f tlf~ people' we love arid care a'bout 
and work w.iJth. 

Education mat.t·er.'s;., ~n'ess matters.' ' Truth m'atters .. 
Patience,' hard work~" ~l\e~de" discipline ",:,,';' cHI of these 
matter • Forgiveness: ma~:S" a~nd' gratitude matters, especially' on 
a da~ I ike tOday'., , I' ' ", ' , , 

Se now take "thi~S", ,ed.u'~~ii6n~ that has opened these doors arid 
decide how you ·wi-ll.walk /tlirough them,' how you ~ill cohduct " 
yourselves onoe"You ar.e~tl.brough them. , Value your own education, 
but please stand up' iJt,the:sepublic debates on behalf of , 
educa·tion.,· stri<ve;,.i'Cstt",:sWs:lJience and work for the op'portunity , 
for others to ,do; tli~ sa~!"" You' do have the chance to· be parto!, 
a generation that;. PU~~;' c;:ivil back in civilization.

I, ' 
'" . ...',

CongratuTation"s, to a1lll- G-'f: you, not only' 6n1 your: 
. accomplishments;", but.: ~ We promise you' hold' for your' own liVes 

and also for our- aGun~{, Congratulations ahd' GodSpeed'. 
(Applause.)) " 

'~ 

• 6' ,. " ./.
" V ;. 


