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Meaning of Life
Laura Bush
Commencement Address to High Point University

May, 2012

Thank you very much. Thank you, all of you. Thank you,
Dr. Qubein, for that very nice introduction. Thanks everybod-
y. Thank you all. Meaghan, thank you for your thoughtful re-
marks on behalf of your class and congratulations to you. Con-
gratulations to the two distinguished faculty members Professor
Shore and Professor Simpson for the awards that you received
today. Thank you to all of the distinguished faculty, to the
Board of Trustees, the alumni, the parents, and the families for
your very warm welcome. Most of all, thank you and congratu-
lations to the High Point University Class of 2012.

I’m thrilled to be with you for this very happy day. Mem-
bers of the Class of 2012, you represent nearly 75 different ma-
jors, 14 states, and six countries, but tomorrow you’ll be uni-
fied by one distinction. You’ll all be graduates of High Point U-
niversity. And that’s an accomplishment worthy of celebration.
You can see it in the faces of your parents. They’re happy and
they’re proud of you. And we congratulate your parents and

families and teachers whose love and support brought you to this
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happy day. One thing ['ve learned from being a parent is that
it’s irresistible for people of my age to offer advice and it’s im-
possible for people of your age to pay any attention to it. So 1
promise I’ll tread lightly today and I won’t lecture you about
what you should do with your lives after graduation. Besides, if
your life turns out anything like mine, it won’t go exactly ac-
cording to plan, and that’s a good thing.

As 1 reflected on what to say to you, I remembered my own
graduation from SMU? in 1968. It was the height of the Civil
Rights Movement. Young people were questioning the values of
their elders and the United States was struggling against the
spread of communism. Today the cold war is long over. We've
elected an African — American as President of the United States
and there are more democracies in the world than ever before.
Though you can’t know what the coming years will bring, I as-
sure you that they’ll bring progress and change and that you’ll
be a part of it, just as my class of 1968 was part of what’s oc-
curred over the last 40 years.

The commencement speaker at my graduation was Dr. Wil-
lis Tate, President of SMU, and he probably called us to great-
ness. But I don’t remember much of what he said. 1 just remem-
ber how I felt: Relieved that finals were finally over, excited to
embark on the next adventure, and impatient for him to finish.
So then I reflected on the speech when I received my master’s
degree. I couldn’t recall who gave that commencement address,
that’s because I skipped the ceremony. But I did look it up, and
you can imagine my surprise when I discovered it was some guy
named George Bush® .

Four years after that speech, I married his son. In 40 years
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you may not remember who spoke at your graduation, but 1
know you’ll have many memories of your time at High Point U-
niversity. Even as you go to new places, you’ll discover you
never truly leave a place that you love. And no matter where
you go or how long it’s been since your graduation, returning to
this place will feel like coming home.

One of our nation’s first presidents, John Adams®, knew
that education was vital for the development of our country and
for the development of our character. He once said there are
two educations. One should teach us how to make a living, and
the other should teach us how to live. Since its founding in
1924, High Point University has taught students both. When
the doors opened to High Point College, 122 students attended
classes taught by nine faculty members in just three buildings.
Today more than 4, 000 students learn from several hundred
faculty members in 40 buildings all across this gorgeous campus.
Many things have changed over the last century, but the core
values that guide this school have not. High Point University
remains dedicated to giving students an extraordinary education
that prepares them to live lives of significance in our increasing-
ly global world. Class of 2012, your four years of college are
short.in the scope of your whole life, but what you learn here
will be influential for the rest of your life. During your time at
High Point, you learn from your academic discoveries, from
your disappointments and your triumphs, and from the friends
you cherish. Some of the first people you met during orientation
four years ago are now your best friends, and they’ll be your
best friends long after you leave. The friends I met in college

are still some of my best friends today . Some of the most
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important lessons, the ones that will guide you through life, are
less tangible. Maybe it was something that was said during your
first year seminar or an especially compelling professor, or may-
be it was what you saw while serving overseas in a High Point
alternative break program. Whatever it is, you know you’ve
matured since those first days of orientation four years ago.
And the next chapter of your life has been shaped by the time
here at High Point University. I can trace much of my life’s
work to my college experiences. I remember many of my favor-
ite professors including my favorite literature professor, Dr.
Harryette Ehrhardt, who’s still a friend of mine. Her children’s
literature class inspired me to become a librarian. The books I
read in her class I later read to children in my own classrooms
and to children in the classrooms I visited across our country
and around the world.

When I graduated from SMU, I wanted to do what I could
for the Civil Rights Movement. So I requested to teach in an in-
ner-city minority school. I wanted to work with children who’d
been left out and too often left behind simply because of the
color of their skin. But I wasn’t prepared for the poverty I en-
countered in an inner-city Houston school. Most of the students
lived on narrow side streets behind the school building. Some
were hungry, and they would come to school in the morning
with their bellies rumbling and ravenously attack the free break-
fast and lunch that we gave them. I wanted to help those chil-
dren so badly, to reach into their lives and somehow make a
difference. But it was an uphill fight. Before I left my job in
Houston to go to graduate school, I invited a few of my favorite

students to Astroworld amusement park near the old Houston



