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Student Awards Ceremony 
December 3, 2011 

 
Thank you for inviting me to speak at this very important event.  What a wonderful 
honor!  As I was thinking about my remarks for tonight, I could not help but remember 
my first Student Awards Ceremony in December 2007.  Here is what I remember – 
there were two students in attendance.  If we counted the total number of attendees at 
the event, there were maybe a dozen people (but, only if you counted the children).  
The thought that ran through my mind was “hmmm….this is interesting!” 

However, as I look around the room tonight, not only do I say, “Now THIS is 
interesting…I also say, THIS turnout is wonderful!”  So folks, “We have come a long 
ways, baby!” 

If you are taking 1 credit or 21 credits, you are a student at NMSU-A.  So, if you are a 
student, please stand.  Now, raise your hand – take your hand and put it on your back 
(or shoulder) – give yourself a pat.  Yes, you have come a long ways, baby, and you 
deserve this pat on the back.  As these individuals sit down, I ask the rest of the 
audience to please give our students a big hand! 

This evening, students, the focus is on you and about your achievements.  We are also 
here tonight because we all share a common belief--we all believe education is 
important. 

This is an interesting time for higher education.  We are constantly receiving information 
about decreased funding, but increased accountability.  Let me visit a little bit about 
what some of the higher education scenarios may mean to you as students, as 
members of the campus community, or as members of the community at large. 

What can you anticipate as a student? 

1. Increased tuition; 
2. Increased attention on national testing; 
3. Decreased resources to attend college, such as scholarships, grants and loans; 
4. Required attendance, degree completion, additional use of technology; 
5. Better reading, writing, math and science abilities; 
6. Expectation that you will be actively involved in service to the school and the 

community; and 
7. Embracing leadership activities, and you participate in performing arts, clubs and/or 

organizations. 
 
So, yikes, now you may be thinking, “Why should I even invest in higher education, 
particularly when there are fewer jobs available?”  Well, let’s consider the following: 
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Did you know the unemployment rate decreases significantly among all 
groups as the amount of education increases? 

 
Yesterday, it was announced that the national unemployment rate was 8.6%--the lowest 
unemployment rate in two years.  No, our economy and the world’s economy are not yet 
stable, but please keep this 8.6% in mind as we examine the following: 
 
 Among high school dropouts, the unemployment rate is over 15%. 
 The percentage of unemployed workers with some college or an associate degree is 

just over 6%. 
 The unemployment rate for individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher is just over 

4%. 
 
Is there a difference in unemployment rates that are degree specific?  Yes, young 
graduates who majored in the fields of teaching, engineering or health were most likely 
to find a job in the current economy.  In fact, there is a 30% difference in job placement 
for individuals who get their degrees in the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Math) fields than students who get their degrees in other areas. 
 
Now, please do not take my message in the wrong way.  Do I only encourage STEM 
field degrees?  No, higher education is not just about job placement.  Please consider 
the following: 

 
1. Individuals with higher levels of education are more likely to be employed and yes, 

they will earn more.  In fact, over a lifetime, individuals with some college earned at 
least 16% more than high school graduates.  Individuals with bachelor’s degrees 
earned at least 40% more than high school graduates.   

 
2. Median earnings for women aged 25 to 34 with a bachelor’s degree or higher had 

median earnings that were 80% higher than median earnings for women with a high 
school diploma.  Women in the audience, please stay with me.   

 
As many of you know, I did not come from a family of privilege.  However, my parents 
had certain expectations: 
 
 It was never, “If you graduate from high school”…it was “when you graduate from 

high school”. 
 For my children, it was never, “If you go to college”….it was “when you go to 

college”. 
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 Yes, I became a single mother when my daughter was 5 and my son was 6 months 
old.  Folks, it is a complete struggle for single mothers (and fathers) who do not have 
higher education to support their children without a college. 

 Did I have all my degrees before I became a single mother?  No, I did not. 
 Always keep in mind--your economic stability greatly increases with education. 

 
Let’s go back to why higher education… 

 
3. The percent of incarceration decreases as education increases. 
 
4. The reliance on social programs decreases as income increases. 
 
5. There is a direct relationship between voting and education.  In every age group, 

adults with higher levels of education are more likely to vote than those with lower 
levels of education.   So, my question to you is this….are you registered to vote?  If 
not, why not?  And, please remember, regardless of what you may hear, you only 
have to be aged 18 or older to vote.  Age 21 refers to the alcohol drinking age in 
most states.   

 
6. Individuals with higher levels of education are more likely to be very satisfied with 

their jobs and to report that the most important job characteristic for them is that their 
work seems important and gives them a sense of accomplishment. 

 
7. College educated individuals are more likely to receive health insurance and pension 

benefits from their employers. 
 

Students--please look around and look at the faculty and staff who are in attendance 
at this event.  Yes, each have access to benefits, but they are at NMSU-A to help 
you with your educational plans.  Remember, when you complete your higher 
education goals please be a very strong supporter of education as a whole.   

 
8. Adults with higher levels of education are more active citizens.  They volunteer more 

and are more active in their community. 
 

If you were not active in student organizations, you would not be here tonight.  But 
please, when you finish your degree (or degrees), take an active interest and 
become personally involved with organizations such Lion’s Club, United Way, Rotary 
Club, Little League, American Legion, a symphony orchestra or a jazz band.  The 
opportunities are endless, you just have to show up and participate. 
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9. Individuals that have higher degrees of education, engage in healthier lifestyles, and 
have reduced health care costs. 

 
10. College-educated parents engage in more educational activities for their children, 

who are better prepared for school than other children. 
 

Do you read to your children?  Do you expect your children to read? Do you insist 
your children attend school and complete their homework?  Do you help your 
children with their school work? 

 
Students, always keep this in mind--you are a role model.  As a result, you have the 
obligation to make sure you complete your degree and that you encourage your 
friends, relatives and children to get their degrees as well. 

 
Now, let’s examine what faculty and staff in higher education can anticipate: 

 
1. Expectations are rising more rapidly than the resources.  The result--we will be doing 

more with less. Yes, you have heard this numerous times before.  Sorry, do not 
expect this scenario to go away any time soon. 

 
2. New funding formulas for institutions of higher education will include rates of 

engagement, retention and graduation.  Access will continue to be important, but 
access will not be the only driving force for funding.   

 
3. We will be expected to have the ability to use technology in the classroom and to 

effectively use technology for communication.  For the most part, our students are 
younger than we are.  Therefore, the student’s technological proficiency is often at a 
higher level than ours.  Yep, you snooze, you lose. 

 
4. We will continue to deal with negative publicity.  For some reason, being a public 

employee is seen by some as a “bad thing”.  We should anticipate that we will 
continue to deal with this type of publicity over the next few years. 

 
5. We must focus on defining and achieving outcomes and providing evidence that we 

achieved these outcomes.  Yes, even in the liberal arts.   
 

You have certainly heard the story that the legislature is considering a new funding 
formula--this is true.  However, a very legitimate question will be–-even if a student 
achieves a degree, how do we verify that the students have achieved the outcomes 
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of the degree?  We (and K-12 education) will have to provide evidence for this 
question. 

 
6. The need to increase student participation (particularly for underrepresented groups-

-persons of color and women) in the STEM fields.  Here is some interesting data--did 
you know that nearly 25% of current high school graduates enter one of the STEM 
fields; however, only 50% of this 25% will ever complete their STEM degree.  Folks, 
we have lots of work to do in this area. 
 

I was going to finish this talk with three items that I wanted you to remember; however, I 
could only remember two of the items…oops.  Seriously, though, earlier in my remarks, 
I referred to our Campus Community.  Yes, we are a community and like any 
community (or family), we experience our peaks and our valleys.  When you are in a 
higher education community, the end of a semester often brings a valley.  However, 
please remember, we do not need to stay in the valley, we can always climb the road 
(or the trail) back up to the peak.   
 
So, in the spirit of the holiday season, I ask you to embrace the following: 

 
1. Endure the valleys, but really embrace the peaks; 
2. Celebrate your achievements and your well-earned rewards; 
3. Recognize and celebrate the achievements of others; and 
4. Enjoy each other and have numerous holiday laughs. 
 
I, and everyone else in this crowd, will be so excited, students, when you walk across 
this stage to accept your degree from NMSU-A.  Thank you for asking me to be your 
speaker for this ceremony and have an excellent holiday. 


