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HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION SPEECH

FOR 

REBECCA KUENNEN

Hello Everyone!!  It’s so great to be here with you.  Fourteen years ago, I was sitting where you graduates are today.  I want to thank all of the faculty and staff of ______________ High School, for your unrelenting support of all of the students, year after year.  Although you may not think we listen, lots of times we do, and I’m sure these graduates do as well, and you never know what small random acts of kindness make a difference in someone’s life.  The same goes for family and friends.  Thank you all for being who you are, and supporting and loving these graduates.  They may not always tell you, but you really do make a difference in their lives.

Little did I know that a few years and a lot of varied experiences later, I would be standing before all of you and your friends and families (say playfully) …and even some of MY family-you KNOW who you are!!, sharing what life has been like, and learning to appreciate and learn from  “the small things” I encountered along the way.  What I did learn along the way was that no act or gesture is too small to make a difference in either my life or in someone else’s life.  

Today is not the end of your high school career; it is the BEGINNING of the rest of your life!!  Of course I have some words of wisdom for you, but I won’t go on and on and on…..someone once said the perfect length of a graduation speech is 11 minutes (say this playfully too…) …YES I HEARD THAT GROAN!!!  The theory is that at 11 minutes, it’s long enough for you (or your parents) to feel you got your “money’s worth,” but short enough that you don’t really have to pay attention…..guess what?  I’m gonna give you 10 minutes and keep you interested!!!

So here we are, all having grown up in __________________, our favorite small town, where everyone knows your name, as the lyrics of the theme song from “Cheers” go.  The safety and security of a small town is what we’ve been used to, and for some of you, your new beginning will be in a different place.  There are some small tips I want all of you to think about and take with you on your journey through life.

· YOU HAVE THE ABILITY TO CHOOSE

· Now that you are graduating from high school, you’re on the path to true adulthood.  It is YOUR life now, and the small decisions you are faced with now can have tremendous impact on you future.  There is not much we can do about things that are beyond our control, but we CAN control how we deal with them.  Life consists an endless series of opportunities and challenges.  You can either choose to sit on the sidelines or participate.  In any case, you have an opportunity to learn, but don’t ever forget, what you do and how you choose to do it is YOUR choice.

· CHOOSE TO BE POSITIVE

· I don’t mean you should walk around like a “grinning fool” all the time, but remember YOU are the one who determines how you handle situations, whether fun or serious.  It really takes as much effort to find something good in a situation as it does to be negative, and negativity is really counterproductive.  Sure, occasionally, you may feel the need to throw yourself a “pity party,” but be aware that’s just what it is.  Indulge yourself for ½ hour and get on with it.  It really is up to you to determine YOUR attitude as you go through life.  If something is troubling you, seek the appropriate support, work through it, and get on with the business of life.  Also, if you see a friend in need, see what it is you can do for them.  Like I said, even the seemingly smallest acts of kindness can make a huge impact on a person’s life.
· LEARN FROM EVERYTHING PLACED IN FRONT OF YOU

· I know that you’re all thrilled to be done with high school, but guess what???  THE LEARNING DOESN’T STOP!!!  You will find that all life consists of is constant learning.  Everything that’s placed in front of you is an opportunity to learn and grow!  Embrace it, cause it’s NEVER GOING TO END…and that’s the GOOD NEWS!!!  And some of life’s lessons are really fascinating!!  Also remember, as you learn, you also teach.  Once again, even the smallest gesture you make to anyone is an opportunity to learn and to teach. NO ONE KNOWS IT ALL!!!  Remain open-minded.

· LEARN TO GIVE 100%

· A job well done is done with full enthusiasm.  If someone were doing something for you, you’d want it done right and with feeling.  I believe it’s been said, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you???  It may be old advice, but it still holds up for me!!!  I also want to share some wisdom from the Shakers.  For those of you who may not know, the Shakers were a sect of Quakers who settled in the mid-Atlantic states in the 1800’s.  They lived austere lives but dedicated themselves to their work and to perfection.  Their philosophy was very simple. “Don't make something unless it is both necessary and useful; but if it is both necessary and useful, don't hesitate to make it beautiful.”   I invite you all to think about that, and whatever you do, “Give it your all, and be proud of what you do and who you are.

· IF YOU MAKE A MISTAKE, IT IS AN ACKNOWLEDGEMENT THAT YOU DID SOMETHING.  BE RESPONSIBLE.

· Although the Shakers lived their lives striving for ultimate perfection, we know that people make mistakes.  Part of being an adult is to recognize a mistake, take responsibility, and figure out how to make up for the error.  It doesn’t work to just walk away.  Own your actions, face the consequences, handle the situation, and move on in a positive way.

· BE THANKFUL FOR EVERYTHING YOU HAVE AND REMEMBER YOUR HUMILITY
· Although I am sure all of you have families and friends who have done their best to give you whatever they could, guess what???  No one owes you ANYTHING.  Whatever you have is gravy!  Be thankful for every little thing in your lives, because it’s not written in “the big book” that whatever you want is yours!!  Although I am sure there are some of you (get playful again and say)…and I HOPE THIS DOESN’T SOUND TOO FAMILIAR!  …that think that you were placed on this earth to receive gifts (say with an exclamation) …. shades of “MY SUPER SWEET SIXTEEN!!!”, sorry, kids, that’s just not the case.  Remember-a little humility goes a long way, and in learning life’s lessons, you will see that humility is one of life’s great teachers.

· LIVE YOUR LIFE WITH INTEGRITY

· I don’t know how to really say this, but a life lived without integrity isn’t a life I would want to have.  Through your lives you may be rich or you may be poor, but no matter what, NO ONE can take your word or your honor from you.  Those traits are priceless and I encourage all of you to really get in touch with what true integrity means, and live your lives with honor and grace.  If anyone has any question or doubt what I mean, we can discuss it after this ceremony!!!

· THINK BEFORE YOU ACT

· I know it seems like I’m mentioning a lot of things you need to do with your lives from this point on, like be positive!  Live with integrity!  Learn from every encounter! Be humble and thankful and responsible!!!!  Jeez!!! That all sounds like a lot of work, but guess what?  There’s more!!!  Think before you act!  So many of us just dive in, head first to a situation without really taking a good look to see what’s really going on.  Look before you leap!!!  Think before you act!!  I know that I make it sound easier than it really is.  Let me put it this way.  So many times, we have instant “knee-jerk” reactions incidents.  That’s how we get into arguments, misunderstandings, and other negative situations.  THINK BEFORE YOU ACT.  If someone is provoking you, count to 10. Compose yourself.  Make a plan.  Remain positive.  Preserve your integrity.  Pay attention to what you’re supposed to be learning from the situation. …and THEN give your THOUGHTFUL response.

· EVERYTHING YOU DO MAKES A DIFFERENCE

· Above all, never forget that everything you do has an impact, not only on you, but those around you.  Like I said earlier, even the smallest gesture can change another person’s life.  Last year, I had the opportunity to go on a mission trip to Nicaragua where I performed corneal transplants.  On the surface, this could have seemed like a trip to Central America.  But if we take a look at it, it really consists of a series of small gestures that in turn, made huge impacts on many lives:  when I was offered the mission trip, it made a huge impact on my life.  I got to travel, live with another culture and learn a new way of life.  I thought I was “just going to do my job” when I decided to go.  Instead, I performed surgery on dozens of adults and children in the village where I stayed.  For me, it was basically “all in a day’s work.”  But what about my patients?  Because they can now see again, imagine how THEIR lives are affected!  And think of the lives of those around them!!!!  Seemingly small gestures radiate like the ripples caused by a stone thrown into a pond.

Remember. Everything we all do has an effect.  We don’t live in a vacuum.  Be mindful of your thoughts, actions and every SMALL thing you do or react to in life, because YOU MATTER.  It’s time for all of you to now go out and conquer the world!!! (no pressure!!)…and prepare the foundation for the next generation of graduates of _____________ High School.  I hope you’ve all gotten “your money’s worth” and I look forward to learning of all the GREAT SMALL gestures you have achieved.

CONGRATULATIONS!!!

