Empire State College
Rochester, New York
June 12, 2011
Remarks following receipt of an honorary degree from the State University of New York.

Dr. Lichtman, President Davis, Provost Benke, Dean Franz, Empire State College colleagues,
family and friends of the graduates, and especially graduates: I am grateful to be recognized by
the State University of New York and Empire State College with this honorary degree, and
especially honored to receive the degree here in Rochester with all of you as you receive your
degrees.

I was president of Empire State College from 2000 to 2007, and I suspect some of you may have
begun your degree studies during that time. Over those seven years I participated in more than
fifty graduation ceremonies across the state for adult learners and I think I may have placed the
medallion you will receive today around the necks of more than 10,000 adult learners, including
many from the greater Rochester area.
What was true at all those ceremonies is true again today. The central players in today’s
costumed ritual are the graduates; the friends, family, co-workers and fellow students who may
have helped the graduates at different points on this academic journey; the dedicated and talented
faculty who have advised and guided each student; and the remarkable staff who make the
college work so well for mature students.

Let me invite each of you to consider what you all have in common with Empire State College.
As a group, you are called non-traditional students. This means you are not 18-24 years old, not
going to college full-time and not living in a dorm. Empire State College is called a nontraditional college. This means it is not a college whose primary audience is 18-24 year olds
who attend full-time and live in dorms.
Notice that this definition, the “non-traditional student,” fails to describe you; it describes who
you are not. Notice that this definition, the “non-traditional college,” fails to describe Empire
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State College; it describes what it is not. In fact, these negative definitions, these “non”
definitions, reinforce what I might call a dominant ideology, a prevailing perspective, or an
indoctrinated mental model. I consider myself a lefty, not a non-righty.

There are still many today who believe that if you miss your chance for college at the age of 18
or 19, then you blew your chance. You become a “non.” This is the power of the dominant
ideology. Think about your fellow graduate James’ words earlier in this ceremony: “You’re
middle age, you’re done, you’re finished.” Many mature adults have these thoughts when
considering a return to formal education. They have been trained to think these are their unique
thoughts (they’re not) and that these thoughts are indicative of some personal shortcoming
(they’re not). This is how dominant ideologies work: they cause each of us to think we’re the
only ones thinking this way and that we are insufficient, not up to the task. They force us to
think about our past as failures (we didn’t get it done), our present as filled with constraints (we
can’t get it done), and our future as pre-determined (we will never get it done).

Movies, novels, and family narratives reflect this dominant model. The college sports seasons,
from football to basketball to baseball, show young people playing and thousands of young
people watching. The overt text of these events is athletic competition. However, the covert
sub-text is even more powerful: this place is for young people with time to attend class and all of
these extra-curricular activities, and for alumni who yearn to relive their youthful experiences.

When I meet with other college and university presidents, I hear this dominant ideology every
time one of them refers to students as “kids,” as in “most of our kids come from the Northeast,”
or “many of our kids are involved in community service.” If you think your students are kids
you will design and operate an educational system for kids.

The US News and World Report rankings of colleges and universities do not benefit most
colleges and universities and do not benefit the millions of adult learners. The statistical ratios
used in those ranking are drawn from a narrow, traditional model of higher education, favoring
the most highly selective institutions that serve young people from the wealthiest portion of our
population. However, its popularity and sales support a model that leads each of us to think that
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this is where people go to college and this is who goes to college. But like the Final Four of
NCAA Basketball and the Bowl Championship Series of NCAA Football, the US News and
World Report rankings are about money chasing money, convincing the rest of us not in the
upper-income brackets that we are somehow inadequate and that we don’t belong there.

This dominant model is so powerful that the federal financial aid system, and most state student
aid systems, are based upon it. Pell grants are the nation’s major expenditure to extend financial
access to college for low income students, but less than 1% of all Pell grants go to adult learners.
Federal loan programs are designed for the young students; if you attend less than half-time (as
many adults do) you are not eligible for federal loans.

Imagine if it were a law that no one over the age of 25 could go to college as an undergraduate.
Just consider this world: it would be illegal to drink under the age of 21, illegal to vote under the
age of 18, and illegal to be an undergraduate student over the age of 25. Imagine a financial aid
system that awarded grants and loans only to high school graduates enrolled in college who were
younger than 25. That’s basically what we have. Imagine if you couldn’t transfer higher
education credits that you earned more than seven years ago. That would mean you could only
transfer credits earned between the ages of 18 and 25. Guess what, that’s the time limit on credit
transfer in place at many institutions.
Another fellow graduate, Lawrence, said earlier, “Through the course of several jobs, I dismissed
the inner desire I had to pursue an education.” Let me suggest that while Lawrence was working
through that sequence of jobs, he was receiving messages from the media and his larger
environment that said “quit having these thoughts about going to college. It will never work.” If
he had followed those thoughts, he, and a number of you, would not be here today.
As you can see from your fellow graduates’ words, and many of your own stories, you have been
made to think that your challenges in getting a college education have been private, individual
challenges. Well, of course some of these challenges are particular to you, but in the larger frame
of reference, these challenges are experienced by most adults and had been felt as personal by
adults because there was no system there to support them.
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Until, of course, Empire State College got started in 1971. And Empire itself had to promise to
be quiet, unobtrusive, make few financial demands and stay under the radar just to survive and
grow. If dominant systems have marginalized adult learners for decades, and still do, those
dominant systems also marginalized Empire State College, and still do. Other colleges and
universities could build campuses with state capital funds, while Empire State College could
only lease facilities around the state. Other colleges had students who benefitted by robust
federal and state systems of financial aid, while Empire State College students often attended
part-time due to lack of financial support. And just as adults are treated inequitably by the
student aid systems, so is Empire State College treated inequitably by the state’s funding
systems. Just as you are allowed into the higher education system without full support, so is
Empire allowed to operate as long as it doesn’t threaten the dominant model of higher education.

But there are more important traits that you have in common with this college. You and Empire
live on a tight budget, are focused, creative and determined. You and Empire have the courage
to take the long view, even while carrying major daily responsibilities. You and Empire engage
in your work without getting a lot of attention, because you are busy attending to the quality of
the learning experience itself. You and Empire don’t interact around the big game or the big
reunion, but around the paper you write, the portfolio you complete, or the study you design with
a mentor.

So, on this your graduation day, I invite you to redefine yourselves and this college by what you
are, rather than by what you are not. This college is not a non-traditional college. It is a college
designed to serve mature, engaged students. It is a college whose systems are designed knowing
the family and work responsibilities of its students. It is a college that believes learning can take
place in every possible circumstance and environment. It is a college that believes that mature
adults, given the opportunity to read and reflect, research and write, and consider and
communicate can be smart, interesting and always evolving lifelong learners. It is a college that
defines educational purpose with its mature students – not for them – based upon a specific
educational plan for that particular individual student.
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And you know that you are not non-traditional students. In fact, you are very traditional. You
are raising families, you are working, you are engaged in community service. In seeking to
redefine yourself, you overcame the dominant ideology to return to college and take on these
academic, financial and time responsibilities. As Antonio said, “I had to do my part.” And each
of you did. In fact, this college does not work well without the effort of its students. The core of
Empire State College is based upon the academic production of its students. How traditional is
that?

Your experience at Empire State College is proof that you have aspirations, courage, energy and
good dose of self-respect. You took yourself seriously and made the decision to pursue this
degree. But it is also worth remembering that as serious as these descriptions are, it is important
that you and this college retain a sense of joy. There are joyful moments on serious journeys,
both for an institution and for each individual associated with it. And if we are wise enough to
catch them, these moments of sublime satisfaction and joy should bring smiles to our faces, give
us energy, and motivate us to fulfill our aspirations. And that moment is here for you as you
walk across this stage to be recognized. You have earned it, and I thank each of you for allowing
me to share in your special day. Congratulations.

Joseph B. Moore
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