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Prepared fo r delivery be­
fore the g ra duating class 
of Western Ke ntuc ky State 
College on Kay 30 , 1957 . 

Reflections on the Occasion o f A Commencement 

by 

Thomas A. Sp rage ns 
Pre s ident of S tephens Colle e 

I c learly recall the warm, l a te spring evening nineteen 

ye ars a g o when I , as you have done t oni ght , joined the robed p r o­

cession of my fellow candidates fo r graduati on to participate i n 

the ceremo nies marking the completion ~four college wo rk. My 

r ecollect ions, however , are confine d almost wholly to the thought s 

t hat course d through my mind a s I gathered with my classmates at 

t he marshaling g rounds. My mind swep t back in retrospe c t over 

the fo ur years of college life. They bad seemed an end l ess time 

duri ng the many months I had looked forward to acquiri ng the 

dir ~a which I was inclined to view as a passport to g r eater oppor­

t unities in the yea rs ahe ad . Now they seemed wholly insuf ficient 

t o thei r true goal. Prepared fo r the f uture? Partially but poorly. 

Educated? Scarcely at all. There in that hour of presumed ful­

f illment , I felt perhaps more inadequate than eve r be fo re i n my life. 

Becau se your thoughts may be similarly directed ton i ght , 

I should like to r eview with you fo r a few minutes the iopli ­

cations , as I now see them, of my own c oomencement reflec t ions. 

Be fo r e goin g on , however, lest we find ou r selves appearing simply 

to be lost in unrelieve d disillusionment and self- doubt , let me 

recall also the saving obse rva tion in my othe rwise rather lug ubrious 

thou ghts tha t ni ght. Convince d as I wa s of my own utter inadequacy 

t ~ termed educated , almost prepar e d to decline the degree and 

diploma to be awarded me, I looked around me. I promptly decided 
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tha t i f they c ould ac c e pt the i r dipl omas , s o c oul d I . Wi th 

my c llin up aga i n and my che st ou t , I went fo rward a nd became 

offic i ally a bac he l o r , whate v r tha t may me a n . 

The p rimary significanc e of my own gradua t ion expe r ience 

is tha t a t tha t point I began to unde r s tand the meanin g of edu­

c a tion in my l ife . Pe r haps I should say educ a tion a nd lif , 

fo r I a lso bega n to have a better understanding of the n a tur e 

of the "rea l life" or the " good life" which I ha d been as s uming 

wa s to begin a t this point . 

Educ ation , I bega n to s ee , wa s no t a p r oc e s s whic h has 

a beginning or an end , not an expe r ienc e having f i xed bounds . 

It has no t h i n g to do wi th degrees or diploma s . Educ a t ion i s 

e s~~ntially the p r oc es s of enl a r gi ng our u nde rs t anding . Unles s 

we a r e prepared t o a ssume the i mmine nce of a s t ate whe r e we 

kn ow all t ha t i s to be known , we mu s t acknowledg that our edu­

ca tion is not now, and ne v e r wi ll be , complete . And a s a tool 

fo r dealin g with t he p r obl ems of l ife , educ a t i on must be r e ­

pea tedly a dapted and modifie J to meet its changing appl icat i ons . 

At the s a me time , thi s bu s ines s of l ife - whi ch you as 

graduate s a r e now p r esumed in s ome way to be ente r ing upon fo r 

t he f i r s t t ime - i s .!l£.l a new pha se of existence . I t r ema i ns 

t he s ame i n esse nce , s t ill uns ol v ed , st i ll l arge r t han we a r e . 

You may be unde r the i l lusion toni g ht t ha t you a re a t this poi nt 

" going out into t he worl d" . Soon enough you wi l l be awa re t hat 

a~ch oug h t he "outside '' world may i nvo l v e a di ffe rent s e t of 
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routine s o r a different con t ext for your li f e, the fund ame nt a l 

issue s you will face will remain the s ame . Iou wil l ha v0 no 

new- found ma gic key to s o lve t hem , The qualit y of your s olutions 

will be in p r opo r tion to t he quality of the info rmati on , the 

ins i ght s a nd the convic tions you have ac quire d and d eveloped 

th roughout your lifetime , The sp ecific applic a tion of judg-

ment to issue will be no e a sier tomorr ow than tod ay . 

An d so it is that li fe becomes a t no time r e duce d to 

formula . Continuing education r emains of ~?!.diminishing im-- ~-_...:.. ------ _____._,,,... .......... - .._, - -
poctanoe • ......-

mo r e or l e ss fo r mal , m~~r le s~ i~stitut!_.o_na l _i_z~_d,~ o.,.:e_ or 

l e s a p rincipal pre occupat i on , mo re o r le ss effic i ery~ o re -- ---- _ ___..... ... --
or les s val i d in r elat i on to our domin ant n~e ds , but e ducation ---
i n i t s fundame ntal sense is a proc es s tha t goes ever on , 

. . --
You may objec t that I seem to be equating e ducation 

wi th l earni n g , tha t lea r ning is c ont inuous in human experience 

but t hat e d ucation is l earning whi c h is c onscious , pu r poseful , 

or d i r ec te d , and cus tomarily instituti onalize d a nd fo r malized . 

I could as happil y adopt that narr ower defi nition as my own, 

but we re I to d o so toni g ht I would at the same time shift my 

to pic t o the consideration o f learning , 

wi th is education in its root sense: t he p rocess of l earning ---



occupied with this_c.,a>lHJ+, .u-t ...J:llu.sJ:.. ...p r op-~rly --d.Lsclairo... any mon opoly - -----
on the func tion. Our ins titutions m ---- ---- - ii:1.-..t: be content to ~ -._;._,;. 

hope that they have k.in.dl eA! ..the - s.pasl'ks..-of .. "'Curi~ny 1111 i-~-i-g-J:rt­

~uf ficiently to cause t hem to bu r n _qontinually i n- the min s f -- .. 

our g raduates through all the years o..f_ thoi.J' ..J.i..vas , an.d.-tha,t_the . 
...__ _ ___...,,.- - "" 

p r oc~ss of e duc ation, mo r e full . s.elf-dir oc ted, wiJ.1- erais.t un..­

di,minishe d th ough the ivied w_alls have been le fJ: bcllind. 

I need not labor the point, fo r tonight you surely know 

t h a t you ha ve mo re t o l earn i n t he future than you have learne d 

in the pa st. Gran ting tha t, however, wha t are t he conditions 

which will surround your future learning? And wha t pe r spec tives 

wil l make that continuing learning most valid? 

I t is beyond my power t o predic t the futu re i n de tail. 

Bu t this I know: lou r adul t lives will be lived i n the e ra of 

the most rapid change known t o rec o r ded histo ry . Look back 

wi th me only a hund r ed years . Life wa s the n lived without t he 

benefit of e lectrici ty . Transport was still large l y eithe r 

horse-drawn or s ail-driven . The steam engine was only beginning 

to forec as t the era of the steamship and the railroad, The 

internal c ombustion engine di d not exist . Automobile s we r e 

unknown. Travel f r om coas t to c oa st in our land was me asu r ed 

in mon ths and weeks. The principa l means of huma n inte r course 

and communic a tion t hen in use we r e little changed from those 
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known and us ed t o man e ven befor e the Christi a n e ra. 

In thi s last c entur y , however , man 's i nc reas i ng ma ste ry 

of his physical unive r s e ha s wo r ked awe s ome c hanges in our 

world a nd in the very n a t u re of our cul ture. Hours a nd minutes 

a r e the measure of coast- t o-c oas t t r ave l insteaJ of month s 

a nd we eks. What happens in Europe toni ght is known here to ­

morrow, not next month . Our national borde r s , onc e guarde d 

f r om the t hre a t of other major powers by protect ive oc e ans , are 

now vul nerable to guiqed missiles wh i ch may soon be pe r fe c ted 

to t rave l unmanned from a ny p art of t he world at ne ar- i nde f ensi ble 

s pe eds a nd wi t h dest ructive c ap ac i ty a lmo st beyond the imagination 

whi ch our e~peri enc e can fos t er . A hundred year s have seen more 
I 

c ha nge than two thousand yea r s prece di ng . The l a st twe nty- five 

have seen mo r e c hange than t he p r ev ious seventy- f ive, and have 

devel oped the t echnique s which promi s e t ruly t o r evo l utionize the 

twent y- f ive immediate l y a he ad. 

What doe s all t his me a n to yo u a s you t hi nk of your 

f uture? I t c l early means that i f you are to keep pac e wi t h 

life ycu have~~ to learn in the years ahe ad t ha n you 

have in nll you r ye a rs of scho ol ing . It me ans that you must 

ma i ntai n ope n minds , ke ep ing c ont i nuously ac t i ve the a dmi ttedly 

imperf e c t p owers of objective app rai sal whi ch you have been 

developing over the years when education ha s be e n you r end as 

well as your means . I t requires t hat you be prepa red t o f ind 

l ife ' s issue s harde r rather than easie r . It cal ls f or unwavering 
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willingness to face these issues a s they arise and courage 

to meet them in thoir tirin mult i plicity without le t - down or 

hesitation, les t the coursing tide of events swe ep you away in 

t heir flood . 

These necess i tie s a re underline d well enough by the head­

lines of our papers t oday. H~rd decis i ons cl arly a re facing 

ou r nation and the nations of the world . The y r equi r e adjust­

ments essential to the new nor m~ of l ife which ou r technolo&y 

has brought, but diff icul t for us to acc e pt in terms o f our past 

e xperience of no rmalcy; Ou r ra t i onal p rocesses be gin t o short­

circuit, and we find ourselve s suddenly tired of ' emc r ~ency ' 

conditi ons , deciding a t the ~ me time that the f unds we have been 

p rovi d ing fo r military defense and otber moneys we have been 

appropri a ting for advancin g in te rnational u nde r standi ng th r ough 

peace f ul means a r e excessive and mus t be cu t . 

Now clearl y the pressure s of inte r n a tional tensions have 

been little reduced as yet~ thou gh we may be coming close r to 

finding tho fo r mulae fo r thei r r eduction; clearly t hi s i s no time 

to decide the issue solely i n te r ms of whether we want to spend as 

much of our money t hroug ~ ove r nment for conman purpose s t h is year 

as last. The docision, if it is to be valid at a ll, must be made 

i n terms o f t he basic issue s . It must be decided not just in terms 

of billions of dollars, important a s they a re , bu t in te r ms of the 

implication s of the a lte r nate uses of those dollars. And the d e ­

cisions are hard dec i sions , involving the a na lys is of many f actors 
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and many variables. Whatever the best answers, they are not 

to be found simply by the application of arbitrary pe rcentage 

cut s to presidentia l recommendations, nor are they to be achieved 

by the wis hful thinking that life would be mo r e comfo rtable if we 

could t u rn bac k the clock. 

The answers to the questions of na tional budget policy 

with re s pect to national defense and inte r nat ional harmony must, 

it is clear, be sour-h t with the perspective of the educated mind. 

Our judgments must t a ke into account the f ac ts and c onditions 

whic h we face today . Our decis ions must be based upon inf ormed 

reasoning . We must be ready t o l earn and lear n a gain if we are 

n ot to betr ay our own interests . 

Of course, the question of the size of our national 

budget is only one of countless hard question s with whi ch we 

must wrestle, i ndividually and collectively. It is also only 

an imme diate question for vhich proper answers can be found i n 

terms of mo r e basic answers to the mo re basic quest i ons having 

longe r-ran e implic ations tha n a t welve -mon t h spending plan . 

It s u~gests that we mus t relate i mmedia t0 decisions - in f act, 

a ll our ac tions - to some bas ic standards , s ome essential values, 

if we hope to have ou r lives a nd our civilization add up to some 

result rather t han to have the various parts simply cancel out 

e ach o ther , leaving nothing as our resul t. 

He re we are brought back to ou r s econd question. What 

are the pe rspectives whi ch will g ive validity or meaning to our 
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learning? We cannot tonight build a phi losophy or a system of 

val e s. And were I to attempt t o do s o , i t would not be s a t is­

f actory to each of you. At least I hope it would not , for a 

set o f personal convictions on matters of essential values 

adopted f rom one man' s t alk vill at bost be good only until the 

next ma n comes along . But we would do well to remind ou rselves 

that all knowledge , al l fact, all dec ision • has r e l eva nce in 

human experience only as it is related t o our basic assumptions 

a bo ut the nature of man and his relation to the universe. At 

this point, I thin k you will come to f ind, learning becomes most 

usefully historical in its method. For out of the experience of ---------'-----
the a ges we c ome to appreciate tru,lf tha.t t.tte :t:_r_eedoJn_ o!. ~A~ 

. -
i.m_~rtal human spirit t o ~row toward c onstantly enlarging ca.pa---- -- - --- ------bilities is the m.ost i mpo rtant end of l ife , and that the ins istence ---------- _____ .. , ... -- - . --._, ...... 

~ t he hum.an spirit_ upo_n the i::ain t~nanc e of !,h!..s 9 Qddu VC,!l _t ]..G.!!_t_ 
-· -

is also the mos t irresistible a nd unden.i.able fo rce i n our ex--- - --------- ~-
perience . As we co~e . .t_o acknowledge , i n deed as i n wo r d, in law 

as in t heo ry, our own essential r_es_,p_,ect fo r the ul timate worth .. -- . --- - - --- --... -
of t he human spirit resiJing in every man, t he us e a nd 2_!,ility of 

ou r learning will be made manifest a nd the meaning of education --
itself becomes cleac. _ ... _..---
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