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Board Chair Hubbard; members of the University-College Board; President Johnston; Honoured Guests; Faculty; Families and Friends; and Graduates – it is my honour to address you at this afternoon’s convocation ceremony.

The smart money bet on me opening like that. Because it strikes me that many features of a convocation address are rather formulaic and predictable – rather like the Bible readings in scenes from the movie Wedding Crashers: you know it’s going to be either Corinthians or Colossians. A convocation address, we all know, will always begin by acknowledging those present; it will praise the graduates; give some words of wisdom; probably include a quote from an old dead guy, most likely Shakespeare; and conclude with a peek into a challenging future.

But that’s to be expected because, like a wedding – or even a funeral – a convocation is a highly ritualized experience. Not that I am an expert on ritual, but I have noticed in the past year more than ever before how many of the functions of a university are, in effect, rituals of one kind or another. This one has all the trappings of ritual: the “initiates” are all gathered together into one place, dressed up in ceremonial garb, paraded in front of the community, tapped by a leader with a magic object, and then, after they emerge as full-fledged members of the “secret society,” they are celebrated by the community. And that’s all good.

In this case, the ritual recognizes the achievements of our graduates. It is an achievement you should be proud of, and one you can share with those who love and support you. In the light of that achievement, we might think only of the successes and gloss over any of the negative experiences of the past four or more years. We might forget that we may have had to overcome the temptation to stay out of school and choose instead to work in order to enjoy the car, the stereo system, the clothing, or whatever. That lousy grade on the first assignment in what you knew was your last English course ever; that instructor you just could not please; perhaps even the semester you were on academic probation – all fade as you now bask in the glow of graduation.

We forget, too, the comments by adults and friends who scorned your course of study: “what are you going to do with that?” they kept asking. Somehow, the trades and career programs, or even Bachelors’ programs in Commerce, or Social Work, or Education, or Nursing, all seemed more responsible than what you really wanted to study: Creative Writing, or Anthropology, or Visual Art, or Media Studies. In our society, there is still a hierarchy of programs and degrees at work, with some seen as more “mature” or “serious” than others.

But if you were persistent in your views, you kept taking courses that were interesting, at the same time that they fulfilled credit requirements. Some of you even became more and more conscious of the fact that this was your education, and that the credits really did not matter that much. You realized that course credits and hours per week and lengths of semesters and course outlines were all artificial, institutional measures that were ultimately beside the point – the point being, your education. You learned that, because it was your education, being prepared for class by doing your reading or your assignments was not merely an imposed, easy-to-measure, unreasonable demand placed upon you, but it was a responsibility you had for your own education. You could see that a university course is not a “thing” that you pay for and that someone – in this case, an instructor – “delivers” to you; no, a course was a process and you had to buy into that process in order to reap the fullest rewards. You visited instructors during their office hours; perhaps you even got to know them as people outside of the classroom. You stopped asking, “will this be on the final?”

If you learned these lessons, then you did indeed receive a “liberal arts” education. In other words, your mind was “liberated” by your experience at Malaspina. From these lessons we can extract some of the basic assumptions upon which a liberal arts education is based, assumptions that I believe Malaspina must continue to focus on as a university:

1 - Because it is a process, education is valuable, in and of itself – the skills and knowledge you have picked up along the way do not simply make you better prepared for the job market, but make you a better citizen

2 - Learning is lifelong and takes place in here, not in a classroom, a lab, or a lecture theatre – new technologies, for example, have their place as alternate course delivery methods, as long as there is still some real learning going on up here; the University of Alberta’s new President, Indira Samarasekera, spoke to this situation in her installation address: “Through talent and technology we must reverse the erosion of meaningful interaction between the learned and the learner.”

3 - Discovery and the acquisition of new knowledge is exciting – research and discovery should be a regular part of the undergraduate experience in order to fully exploit this fact; I hope you got excited at some time during your undergraduate studies about the “life of the mind”. I remember the year I “got” calculus – I didn’t need it for a career, or even for the credit by that point, but I did see how it operated and it was elegant.

4 - The arts and humanities speak to our condition as persons in the world – what better way to learn about a culture, a time, a gender that is different from yours? Through the arts we can explore “the other” through useful and beautiful dialogues. And one of the greatest gifts of education is surely gaining an historical perspective and being liberated from the closed bounds of one’s own time.

To illustrate some of these points, let me quote from the English poet William Wordsworth, writing about 200 years ago: “We have no knowledge, that is, no general principles drawn from the contemplation of particular facts, but what has been built up by pleasure, and exists in us by pleasure alone. The Man of science, the Chemist and Mathematician, whatever difficulties and disgusts they may have had to struggle with, know and feel this. However painful may be the objects with which the Anatomist’s knowledge is connected, he feels that his knowledge is pleasure; and where he has no pleasure he has no knowledge.” Again, I hope that some of you reached a stage in your post-secondary education where you can understand what Wordsworth was talking about.

Now, there are great challenges ahead of you, our graduates. Surely some of the greatest problems facing us as a species are in the environmental and political realms. Global warming and climate change need to be addressed. The forces of globalization need to be monitored and modified in order to prevent the Southern hemisphere from being exploited by the Northern, to prevent cultural hegemony of one country over another, and to avoid a colonizing mentality. And, of course, many are the armed conflicts on the earth at any given time.

I believe post-secondary education has a role to play in finding solutions to these, and other, problems of our times. Therefore, I believe you, our graduates, have a role to play as well. And I believe Malaspina is a particular kind of university that can provide a real contribution to finding those solutions.

We must take stock and protect the principles upon which this and other public poet-secondary institutions rest. Some of these go back thousands of years to the very formation of the academy. First of all, reason – we must accept that the primary measure of new knowledge and the knowledge discussed in classes is reasoned evaluation; to abandon our reason is to question why we are at a university in the first place. I read that enrolment in forensic science courses is through the roof in North American universities, attributable to the popularity of CSI. Science faculty sort of smile when they hear this, but I say “at least on CSI the problems are solved with reason and scientific method, and not by resorting to mediums, ghost whisperers, or invading aliens.” Similarly, we must accept that reasoned argument can actually change our minds. To reject this notion means we are all walking around spouting the same opinions we arrived here with, and those will never change. Academic freedom is another principle upon which rests the tradition of the liberal arts university. Individuals must feel free to legitimately question established positions without fear of reprisal. Another principle is a notion of service – a university-college ought to foster a climate in which faculty, students and others are public intellectuals, contesting matters of interest in a wide variety of forums outside the classroom. At Malaspina, our involvement in international education and our commitment to aboriginal learners may perhaps place us in a better position to graduate thoughtful, tolerant, progressive citizens of the 21st-century. And for Malaspina, I recommend another principle: that of interdisciplinarity, and the practical application of knowledge. It seems likely that the solutions to the thorny issues facing us and you will come from interdisciplinary approaches; further, at a teaching institution like this one, we should promote knowledge that is relevant to the community or to the classroom. 

I believe global and local improvement can be accomplished. Even in our post-modern world, I think most educators are utopian in their vision and in their hope for the future: things can get better. So I salute you, the graduates, of June 2006, for what you have achieved so far. And I wish you well in the future, as you take your places in society and both reap the rewards of your education, and accept the responsibility it bestows upon you. 

Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the graduating class of 2006.

