
Thank you Doctor Roberts 

Thank you St. Thomas church, family and friends and all my colleagues 

at Garrison Forest. 

And thank you chamber choir.  You do the best rendition of landslide 

that I have ever heard.  You do Stevie Knicks, better than Stevie 

Knicks. 

And of course, a special thank you to the class of 2017 for inviting me 

here tonight. 

 

Tonight, I would like to tell a short story, do a little history 

assignment, and then end with another short story. 

 

THE EMAIL  

Have you ever been to Garrison on April Fools’ Day?  It is wild and 

wacky.  The seniors take over the Upper School and turn it upside 

down and inside out.  It is known by the faculty as, “The beautiful 

mess”.  This year, right after lunch, I figured that it was about time to 

clean up the beautiful mess.  But instead, about a dozen seniors came 

up to me with a question, “Mr. Burns, did you check your email?” I 

was suspicious.  It was April Fools’ Day.  Perhaps it was another prank.  

I was wary about this email. I knew the seniors were very tech savvy.  

Perhaps they had created one of these new App things.  One that 

would make the email squirt cyber ink?  Who knows?  I am clueless 

about these things. I’m 56 years old.  I am a dinosaur.  I am allowed to 

be clueless. I still have an I Phone 1.  I am still trying to figure out how 

to use Myspace.  I approached the email with great trepidation.  I 

opened it up, and I choked up.  I even got a little misty eyed.  It was 



the invitation to speak at baccalaureate.  It was beautifully worded 

and crafted.  I was floored.  This was one of the greatest honors of my 

life.  I started to think.  How can I honor the seniors the way they have 

honored me.  I had no idea. Then I had an idea.  My Wall of Fame.  I 

copied and pasted the email onto a word document.  I increased the 

font size, gave it a fancy script, printed it out and put the email in a 

very nice frame.  Then I hung it up on my wall of fame. I have a wall of 

fame in my office at home where only my most cherished memories 

go.  The email is now hanging up there forever and for always.  But 

how will the class of 2017 ever know how much their invitation means 

to me?  I know, I will tell them the story of the email at baccalaureate.   

 

Now, let’s move onto the history assignment. 

I have written a term paper, and I would now like to read it.  

I hope nobody minds. 

It is about time a teacher had to write a term paper.  

Seniors, do not panic 

It will only take 3 minutes 

And It is not Con Law 

But I did bring a copy of the Constitution with me tonight 

It’s good Karma to carry a copy of the Constitution 

Some of you may know about the family History paper 

Because you may have been interviewed for it 

It is an incredible project that every senior did in their junior year 



The girls have to pick a history topic that occurred before they were 

born and interview a family member about their memories of it. 

Then the students write a conclusion saying what they have learned 

from both the research and the interview about their family and 

themselves. 

Here is mine:  

LOCAL HEROES 

My mom and my dad are my heroes. 

I did not know that at 10, or 20 or even 30, but I know it now. 

They are no longer with us, they both passed away a few years ago 

But they lived long, fruitful lives into their nineties. 

They were born and raised during the 1920’s, the Roaring Twenties – 

the Great Gatsby Years. 

They were teenagers during the Great Depression in the 1930’s. 

They were both part of what is known as the Greatest Generation, the 

World War Two generation in the 1940’s. 

In fact, my dad was a Naval Officer out in the Pacific Ocean during 

World War II. 

My mom was actually in Europe when World War Two broke out on 

September 1, 1939. 

She was in Paris. 

There was total panic, all trips were canceled, and the only way she 

could get home was to volunteer as a chaperone for young children 

on a boat back to the United States. 



When she got back home she volunteered at the Philadelphia Naval 

Hospital. 

Both my mom and dad saw things during the World War II years that I 

hope none of us will ever see. 

But when the war was over they fell in love, got married and had 11 

children. 

My family was the true Baby Boomer experience. 

I am the tenth child out of 11. 

I have 7 sisters and 3 brothers. 

And if you wonder why I enjoy teaching at Garrison Forest so much  

It is because my seven sisters trained me very well. 

The Roaring Twenties, The Great Depression, World War II, raising 11 

children, they led very full lives. 

My parents left me with strong core values 

My father used to say that negativity never built anything! 

And he’s right. 

Negativity did not build this church, negativity did not build Garrison 

Forest School, and negativity did not build the colleges you are going 

to next year.  It will not build your careers, it will not build your lives. 

Negativity just does not work. 

Now we are all negative at times, I have been, and I will be again. 

But the magic trick is to try not to get stuck there for too long, 

because negativity just does not work. 



My mom had a one percent rule. She used to say that every day was a 

good day to be at least 1% kinder to everyone you meet. For kindness 

is the super glue that holds humanity together. 

One percent certainly seemed doable. 

Still, admittedly, I used to roll my eyes at this. 

I thought that if I was too kind people would walk all over me, take 

advantage of me, people might even see my kindness as weakness.   

That might be true for about 10% of the people, but the other 90 

percent will deeply appreciate your commitment to kindness. 

Well, what do you do about the 10% who do not appreciate your 

kindness?  You recognize them, wish them well and then perhaps 

head in the opposite direction. 

 

CONCLUSION 

So what have I learned by doing my Family History paper? 

My mom and dad made me realize that kindness works and negativity 

does not work.  It is as simple as that. 

And I realized that it is all about Attitude. 

And the best part about having a good attitude is that it is free, it does 

not cost one nickel.  And the other best thing about having a good 

attitude is that there is no homework.  There are no exams, tests or 

pop quizzes required for a positive attitude.  

Something that is worth a billion dollars and is free!  Something that 

earns you an A+ that requires no homework!  You just can’t beat that.  

But think of the cost of a bad attitude. 



Think about being unkind and negative. 

That cost is devastating in both actual dollars and in psychological 

distress. 

This assignment helped me remember who my mom and dad were. 

Just as importantly, it helps me know who I am. 

 

Seniors, we hope you do not mind 

But we have invited some local heroes here tonight 

We would like you to recognize them. 

Could the class of 2017 please stand. 

Could the class of 2017 please turnaround and look at who is right 

behind you. 

Your families.  

Your families are your heroes.  

And now that we are standing let’s give them an ovation. 

A standing ovation. 

Thanks so much girls. 

You can take a seat now. 

So why did we do this? 

We can answer that question by asking three other questions. 

Would you have ever come to Garrison Forest School without the love 

and support of your families? 



Would you be graduating tomorrow without the love and support of 

your families? 

Would you be heading off to all these fantastic colleges without the 

love and support of your families? 

All three questions have the same answer.  No, no and no. 

You have gotten so much love and support as a child. 

Perhaps someday as an adult you can set the table for others the way 

it has been set for you. 

Getting love and support and then giving love and support is why we 

are all here. 

 

I would like to end with one more short story. 

It’s called, NOT NERVOUS TONIGHT  

My wife asked me two weeks ago if I was nervous about 

baccalaureate.  Reflexively, I said no.  Why not she asked?  I said I 

wasn’t really sure.  I thought about it a lot.  Why not?  Standing up in 

front of a crowd and presenting can really be anxiety producing.  Why 

not this time?  And then I had an epiphany.  I knew why I was not 

nervous.  It was because of the class of 2017.  I had seen them in 

action over the years.  In and out of the classroom.  On courts, on 

horses, on stages, and on the fields.  I had either seen or heard of 

what they had accomplished on campus, around Baltimore County, 

around the state of Maryland, around the country and yes even 

around the world.  I have a pretty good sense of who these young 

women are.  And I knew;  in fact I was 110% sure, that no matter what 

I said, no matter what I did, if I spouted gibberish, made a fool out of 

myself, had a panic attack and melted to the floor.  I know what the 



senior’s first response would be, being kind.  The class would help me 

out.  Not just for me at baccalaureate, but for anybody, anywhere.  

That is who the class of 2017 is.  That is what they do.  They help 

people up.  They help each other out.   

I hope the seniors hold on to that. I hope they hold on to that Special 

Garrison Forest Spirit of caring and giving and kindness.  I hope the 

seniors hold onto it for the rest of their lives.  No matter what they 

do, not matter where they go.  I hope they hold onto that caring, 

giving and kind Garrison spirit as tightly as they are going to hold onto 

their diplomas tomorrow. 

CLASS OF 2017 

THANK YOU 

BEST OF LUCK 

CONGRATULATIONS 

AND PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE, PRETTY PLEASE, VISIT US 

OFTEN. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


