Lee Shulman, recipient of the TC Medal for Distinguished Service – remarks at the afternoon master’s degree ceremony on May 14th
Thank you, Lynn, thank you, Bill, and thank you, of course, President Fuhrman.

And thank all of you for so patiently sitting there, quietly listening to what must have seemed like an endless recitation. 
What I have to say to you is, Masters, congratulations 
Or as your mama is probably saying, “It’s about time.”

When I’m in a beautiful church like this, I can’t help being reminded of a wonderful experience I had about two years ago when, as Dr. Goodwin was describing, we were in the midst of a study of the education of clergy – of the education of priests, ministers and rabbis. 

And I was part of the team that went to do a site visit at Howard University’s divinity school in Washington, D.C. Most people don’t know that that distinguished university began right after the Civil War as a divinity school and as a teacher training school, not as a university. Because the thought was that what the South needed most were preachers and teachers. Perhaps in that order. And one of the people I met was Reverend, Doctor, Professor Evans Crawford. Evans Crawford, in his eighties, former dean of the Chapel at Howard and longtime Professor of Preaching – Professor of Homiletics at Howard Divinity School. And he wrote a wonderful book on homiletics – on preaching in the black church. And he called it The Hum. And the topic was the teaching of the call-and-response style, the wonderful homiletic style of the black church. And he was describing to me the course he gives and the performance assessments they use in that course. And naturally the performance assessment for a sermon is, first of all, to get somebody in a church – it helps the mood somehow – and they have to give a sermon. And there’s a rating scale. 
And I said, well, how does it go, sort of from four to one? And he said, well, not exactly, it does go from five to one, but we give the scale to the people in the congregation, and they call out their evaluations as the sermon is going on. If the young man or the young woman is really suffering – I mean, having a terrible time – they look down, and the lowest rank is, “Help ‘em, Lord.” If she’s doing a little bit better—a little bit better – then you call out, “Well....” Now if they begin to hit their pace, you call out “That’s all right!.  And once they really preaching well, – It’s “A-men.” And if they really excel, then, and only then, can the congregation offer them a “Glory, Hallejulah.”

Well, I’m about to recommend to President Fuhrman that we replace all student evaluation forms at TC with not just those four numbers during the end of the term, but rather we do formative evaluations – the students would be invited to call out during the lectures and seminars.

[I notice that there’s a marked lack of applause from the faculty in response to this suggestion.]
But as I look out on the beautiful sea of blue, my estimate after many, many years of research and assessment is, President Fuhrman, I think we have a congregation of graduating masters here where probably the lowest scores are a high “amen,” and most of them are just  plain old “Glory, Hallejulah.” So congratulations, masters.

Now all of you know what the word “master” means. “Master” doesn’t mean somebody who commands, it doesn’t mean someone who holds slaves. The word “master” traditionally means a teacher. The degree of master is a degree of teacher – in fact, in the medieval university, the highest degree interchangeably was master or doctor. The two were equivalent.  So those of you thinking of going on, don’t bother, you’ve got enough debt.
But what it meant was, bachelor’s degree was the degree you gave a student teacher. There were bachelors of philosophy, bachelors of plumbing, bachelors of carpentry—these were the apprentices. But when you reached the highest level of understanding, the level which was noted by the fact that you not only could learn, but you could teach someone else, then and only then did you get the degree of master.
You, my friends, are masters. And that carries with it not only enormous pride, and not only the financial debt that many of you have amassed. I don’t want to ruin your day, but I’m going to, in the next few minutes, describe two additional debts you have. Because I think they’re at the very essence of what a convocation like this represents.

The first debt is the debt represented in every paper you wrote where your faculty insisted that you use footnotes and references and acknowledgements. And sometimes we get upset and impatient – Why all those footnotes, why all those references? Isn’t this just gratuitous pedantry? And the answer is No. Because they are a constant reminder that the knowledge that we have accumulated, the skills we have developed – these are not ours. We owe them to thousands and thousands of others whose work preceded ours and on whose shoulders we stand and in debt to whom we do our work. We call them “acknowledgements” because the word “acknowledge” means, in effect, “I wouldn’t have this knowledge without you.” 
So we are the inheritors of the scholarship, the wisdom of practice, the efforts of all those who preceded us and who run along side of us, and all we can offer them is a footnote, all we can offer them is a reference. We can’t pay them any other way. We acknowledge them. 

And it’s no mystery, therefore, why the two gravest sins that a scholar can perform are plagiary and fraud. Plagiary, where you take someone else’s ideas and you don’t acknowledge them – you don’t thank them. And fraud, where you pretend you know something that you really don’t, and forget that scholars in the future are going to stand on your shoulders. Are going to build on your foundation, and if it’s a foundation that is fraudulent, that is fake, that is unreliable and undependable, you contribute to the decay of knowledge. Those are the two unforgivable sins, because of what we owe the past.

But we don’t just owe something to the past. That’s one debt, that’s a debt we can pay with footnotes. But -- perhaps at the risk of being a fan of bumper stickers, I teared up when I saw a bumper sticker on the back of – it must have been a Prius, this was in California, after all – but it said, “We did not the inherit the earth from our parents, we borrowed it from our children.” And I think that if it’s true for the environment, it’s equally true for knowledge. It is not enough that we acknowledge those who preceded us. We also have to recognize that everything we learned here at TC and before is in effect on loan contingently. And the contingency is, it’s only ours if, as true masters, we pass it on. We give it away. We transmit it and transform it for others. It is not ours; we have only borrowed it from our children and all those who can learn from us. 
Now I know you’re feeling weighed down by this triple burden of debt. So let me tell you the wonderful secret about the third kind of debt – the debt we owe to our future students. The great secret we educators have is, that’s the only kind of debt that when you repay it, you end up richer than you were before you gave it away. That’s the beauty of teaching. You’ve got it? And if you teach it intelligently, critically, responsively, interactively – as Debbie Meier loves to say, if you keep in mind that teaching is mainly listening and learning is mainly telling, then you end up richer for every time you teach. And what an extraordinary way to amass wealth and wash away debt. That, masters, is the secret of your art, your profession, your commitment.

Well, let me conclude with something else I learned at that same visit at Howard University. I was visiting a class in church history taught by Professor Henry Ferry, longtime professor of church history at Howard. And it was a lovely class, I was discussing the syllabus as part of our study, and Professor Ferry observed that he begins every course by reviewing the “Four H’s.”  
I asked what the four Hs were about, and he said, he begins every course in history by saying to the students, “You have four obligations if you are to be a responsible scholar and congregational leader.” And they can be captured in four Hs. And let me offer them to you.

Your first obligation as masters is honesty. You have spent the last few years learning from the scholarship of others, doing your own scholarship. And the first requirement of scholarship is, you call ‘em as you see ‘em. It’s honesty, whether you’re doing historical work or ethnographic work, whether you’re doing teacher research or whether you’re doing a large-scale survey, you have got to report the evidence as you see it, as you find it, not as you wished it were. Because only then, only with honesty, can your work serve as the foundation for that of others. 

But the second H is humility. I think I speak for all of your faculty, that the longer we engage in scholarship, often the dumber we feel, because you realize the limits of your own understanding. You realize how little any one of us can do as a working scholar compared to the vast range of problems in education. And so you become more humble. I hope the humility is accompanied by an increased willingness to collaborate and work with others, because the neat thing about us as human beings is, individually, we may have great limitations, but working together we are almost incomparable. The meshing of ignorance provides great intelligence.
So, honesty and humility. You take those two things together in large enough doses, and  – as the counseling psychologists among us will attest – you’ve got a real recipe for clinical depression. And so the third H is humor. You’ve got to learn not to take yourself and all the problems of the world so seriously that you can’t step back and just laugh at them and laugh at yourself and just find something to chuckle about.

But the final H, the H that binds us all together, that transcends the honesty, the humility and the humor, is hope.

We are educators, we are masters, teachers. One cannot teach without hope, without the deeply held belief that there are no intractable educational problems. As my Carnegie predecessor, the late John Gardner, said, we are confronted with boundless opportunities masquerading as insoluble problems. My friends, my graduates, my masters, congratulations, maintain your hope. We, your nation -- and nations -- need your intelligence, your energy. And on this wonderful day, let me simply conclude with felicidades, mazel tov, congratulations in every language that conveys our pride in you adequately.
Thank you.

