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Platform guests, parents, my faculty colleagues, and most important, the class of 
2009, welcome to K College and to the beginning of the 170th academic session!!  
I know that you have heard it before, but there is no other way to say it.  We are 
delighted that you are here!! 
 
Recently, the Chronicle of Higher Education, the nation’s “must read” publication 
for college presidents and deans, included a feature on convocation speakers.  
The overwhelming conclusion was that very few, if any, students remembered 
who had spoken at the convocations and no one remembered what was said.  
So: right now, I want every first-year student to get up, stamp your feet and shout 
hallelujah.  When you return to Kalamazoo College in 2034 for your 25th class 
reunion and you are reminiscing about the various speakers you encountered 
while at K, if you can’t remember who spoke at your first-year convocation, at 
least you will be able to say, “the president had us on our feet shouting 
hallelujah.” 
 
The Chronicle article also warns speakers not to suggest that the undergraduate 
years will be the best years of your lives—because at this specific moment, such 
an idea may seem inconceivable.  After all, each of you is worried about many 
things:  getting into classes, adjusting to more rigorous academic standards, 
declaring a major, getting along with roommates, making friends, and the list 
goes on.   
 
In spite of this advice, I contend that if these are not the best years of your life, 
they will be some of the most transformational.  If we at Kalamazoo College are 
doing our work well, you will be stretched in new and different ways.  At the end 
of each quarter you will see the world a bit differently.  You will encounter new 
ideas, the implications of which, if you consider them seriously, may lead you to 
restructure your view of the world.   
 
Your undergraduate years have the power to be transformational because they 
provide a unique opportunity for intellectual, social and personal development. 
This is a not a time for preparing to make a living; this is a time for considering 
how you will construct your life; a time for refining your understanding of the 
world and those around you, for assessing your place in that world, and for 
determining what responsibility you have for improving that world.  And, although 
I realize that if you are living your life fully, these processes will continue until you 
draw your last breath, your years at Kalamazoo will be particularly salient and 
influential as you engage further in the practice of constructing a life. 
 



As the academic year begins, it is my hope that in the process of considering 
how you will craft a life, you will make use of all that this very special 
community—this fellowship in learning—has to offer.  To do this, you must be 
engaged.   

• Engaged with the ideas you encounter and with the individuals who 
espouse those ideas, 

• Engaged with those who view the world through a different lens, those 
whose life experiences are at variance with your own.  

 
 
Engage Ideas and People 
 
Richard Light in his book Making the Most out of College observes that 
engagement is promoted when you make connections. 
• Connections between what you are studying and your personal experience. 
• Connections between what you are learning in class and what you do outside 

of class. 
• Connections with others who are studying the same material. 
• Connections with those who teach you. 
 
As you reflect on your class work, ask yourself, to what degree does my personal 
experience resonate with the ideas to which I am being exposed?  In what ways 
does my personal experience pose too narrow a lens to apply to the issues I am 
being asked to examine? 
 
Look for ways to link what you are learning in class to life outside the class room.  
Service learning classes, externships and internships provide excellent 
opportunities for the forging of such connections.  
 
Look for opportunities to strengthen your connection to classmates.  Form a 
study group.  Debate the answers to problems, laboratory assignments or 
thematic questions that your teachers have posed.  Critique each other’s written 
work with careful attention to the precision of language and to the degree to 
which assertions are substantiated with evidence.  We push our understanding 
forward in powerful ways by studying, questioning and debating together.  In fact, 
it is through these actions that we create a true fellowship in learning. 
 
 Professor Light advises and, I strongly recommend, that “each year [you] get to 
know one professor very well and let that professor come to know you.”  When 
you look back on your years at Kalamazoo College, it will be the relationships 
that you have developed with your professors that will remain:  the words of 
advice, the criticism and the encouragement as you wrestled with new ideas. 
During your time here, you will also discover that the challenges posed by 
professors—professors who really know you—often lead to important learning, 
both academic and personal.  Twenty years from now it is those professors who 
will come to symbolize K and the power of a Kalamazoo College education. 
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Engage Multiple Perspectives 
 
Those who will lead and thrive in the 21st century will be distinguished by their 
capacity to cross boundaries, to work across differences and to handle multiple 
perspectives.  The K-Plan, with its opportunity for career development, study 
abroad, service learning and individualized study, provides an outstanding 
opportunity for you to deepen your understanding of individuals whose life 
experience is different from your own.   
 
The incoming first-year class contains persons from twenty-seven states.  Your 
backgrounds are equally varied.  Some of you identify as African-American, 
Asian-American, Dutch, Greek, Irish, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Kuwaiti, 
and Latina/Latino, among others.  Some of you are gay/lesbian and some of you 
are straight.  Religious affiliations include Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, 
Judaism, and Unitarianism.  Many of you come from large cities and others come 
from small towns and villages.  While some of you have never experienced 
poverty, others have an intimate knowledge of its impact.  Some of you have 
survived the effects of Katrina or have family and friends who have done so.   
 
But it is not the variety within the first-year class that is important.  It is what use 
you make of the opportunity that such a variety of perspectives might afford.  
Embracing diversity is not easy.  Often our previous experience pushes us away 
from engaging others, particularly when that engagement might require that we 
take a serious look at ourselves and at the unexamined assumptions we bring to 
the table.   
 
We live at a time when it appears increasingly difficult for the vast majority of 
people to tolerate any perspective on the world that runs counter to their own.  If 
we are conservative, we listen only to Fox News; if we are progressive, we 
gravitate to Free Speech Radio.  We seem to have lost the capacity for civil, yet 
spirited, discourse.  Rather, the television show Cross Fire has become the 
model for the presentation of different opinions.  As a result, we shout at each 
other, and whoever has the loudest voice wins.  We appear to be losing the 
capacity to listen thoughtfully to opinions that are in conflict with our own, to ask, 
respectfully, that evidence be produced so that the validity of the opinions 
expressed might be carefully assessed. 
 
Embracing diversity takes courage and a willingness to work through awkward 
moments and missed understandings.  As the school year begins, give some 
serious consideration to the specific strategies that you will use to take 
advantage of the multiple perspectives within this community we call K-College. 

• Plan to attend events on campus that will push you beyond what you 
already know and have developed an affinity for.  

•  Set a personal goal to learn about humanity in all of its variation.  
Deliberately commit time and energy so that you may learn about and 
from individuals who differ from you in significant ways.  Learn what they 
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think, what informs their reality, how they think about themselves and how 
they think about you.   

The lessons promise to be powerful.  Moreover, in the process, you will find that 
boundaries are permeable and that it is worth making the effort to cross them.  
 
There are many things I wish for you as your first year of College begins: 

• The opportunity to find and develop your voice so that you will speak out 
with clarity and vision for the things in which you believe,  

• A passion for life that will not allow you to keep silent when you should 
speak, that will not allow you to be inactive when your action is needed,  

• The courage to engage those who view life from a perspective different 
from your own, and growth as a result of the encounter. 

 
And most importantly:  the freedom to enjoy your time at K!   Do not focus so 
much on your future that you fail to watch the clouds on an autumn day or to read 
poetry because it is not on the course outline. 
 
Welcome to the 2005/06 academic year.  May it bring interesting questions, 
exciting answers and, most of all, the exhilarating joys of learning. 
 
 
E B Wilson-Oyelaran, President 
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