
>>JAMES PETRO: 

Thank you.  It is really a pleasure to be here.  I thank Dr. Jacobs, the trustees, and other people on stage today.  

Before I get into my speech, a couple of points.  About my raspy voice.  It doesn't hurt.  I can play the Godfather!  

About today, it's Mother's day.  To all of you, I know you celebrate your mothers.  My best wishes and congratulations to all mothers today.  

(applause) 

Standing here, it would be an error not to congratulate the UT Women's Basketball Team, who last month, won the WNIT championship on this floor.  Go Rockets!  

I do want to thank most of all, the most important people.  All of you who are graduating.  This is about you and what you have achieved.  That's why all these dignitaries are here.  Also your loved ones who beam with pride.  We salute this significant day of your lives.  

A little advice to married students, don't say that to your spouse.  It's never easy to get this far.  Savor the moment.  That's an important part of today.  You know students who fell along the wayside.  You face the same challenges and overcame them.  

You pushed for the studies.  You put in those late nights at Club Carlson.  That really is a club.  Is it a library?  It sounds like a more welcomed spot of respite.  

Since you're not all college graduates, you know you could not have done it along.  Parents, siblings, helped with bills, cooking dinner, babysitting, carpooling, so that you could make it to this day.  

As one who works in public higher education, it wasn't only the people you know who helped make this day possible.  Millions of ohioans paid taxes to make this possible.  

We wish we could do more, state support of this university is still indispensable.  

Ever wonder why the taxpayers care if you get a degree?  Why are they so willing to pay?  As attractive as you are, it wasn't your good looks.  The truth is they support higher education for selfish reasons.  The diploma determines how much you learn.  

But the level of education determines the level of prosperity of our state, the number of businesses.  To succeed in this economy, workers have to have the latest skills and training.  They look for states with high numbers of college graduates.  

Ohio hasn't been doing so well lately.  We're not too far from the bottom.  24.6 percent of the adult work force has a BA.  But for every one percent increase, Ohio has one and a half billion dollars in economic growth.  

We have to encourage more to be like you, college graduates.  There are states in our union that have fifty percent more, and they are the wealthy states.  

If Ohio is going to succeed, we need more and more of you.  If you had to boil my job description down, that's it.  Figuring out how to get more degrees into the hands of Ohioans.  That's what the people expect me to do.  And that's what I am determined to achieve.  

So I'm looking at 900 new graduates.  This is a very big deal.  No need to concern yourselves with the big picture, at least not today.  

This is a celebration.  I'm grateful to have been invited here to share.   

Most of you know how important higher education can be.  It's about the only pathway to the American middle class.  

I don't have to belabor that point.  You are all aware of a study last year that found that an astounding 60 percent of young people in the Toledo area are enrolled in college.  The highest in the nation's metropolitan areas.  

UT has a high graduation rate for a school with open enrollment.  It's sinking in here in Toledo.  

A college education is about more than economic advancement.  Your degree will richen your soul.  

When I got my law degree, I remember my wife asking me what I was going to do.  I was in law school when we got married.  

My response, was I wanted to try to do something different every four years.  I got away with that!  It should have terrified her at the time.  But with satisfaction, it's the way my career has gone.  

I've been in the private sector, into public service.  I've litigated, written legislation, I was a state auditor, and now I seek to advance our causes of economic growth.  

Little of this I have done ... doors open and I step through.  I'm always excited by a new challenge.  I have very few regrets.  

None of those doors would have opened, had I not gotten an education.  I'm not suggesting you change your career every four years.   But you never know what you can reach out for.  

This brings me to this advice based on my years of experience and limited wisdom.  Don't worry.  I had to sit through a few of these speeches, too.  

I want leave you with three thoughts.  Don't let this be the end of it all.  Education goes on for your entire life.  It doesn't end with this degree.  Learning must continue.  Certainly, when you don't have to take tests.  

The thing the faculty here taught you was how to think.  

Secondly, never forget your degree imposes obligations on you.  

Much more is expected of you.  Your ranks will provide the leaders.  Give back.  Volunteer, maybe go into public service.  It's up to you.  But you can serve in many ways.  

All of these require your service and you'll find the right one.  Be there for us.  We'll need your help.  

finally.  I hope you will encourage a return to civility in public discourse.  

I always value an open marketplace of ideas.  I'm dismayed when I hear discussions in which people are shouting rather than being engaged in debate.  

I hate rhetoric that drowns out discussions.  Some people use vicious attacks.  This incivility has become too pervasive.  

Part of the background noise of our lives.  On the TVs, radios, and on the Internet.  

John >F Kennedy said civility is not a sign of weakness.  In fact, it is just the opposite.  You feel comfortable with your views.  You feel strong with your facts and your position.  State it calmly and reasonably.  

Don't challenge people in the wrong way.  

As you graduate, and you take this big step to the outside world, I hope you will reject the meanness of public discourse that you might see out there.  Demand facts, not name calling.  

Hey, enough advice from this old guy.  The time has come for you to make your mark.  I'll get out of the way so you can get started.  You arrive at this moment.... (applause) fully prepared.  You're trained.  

Now it's up to you.  Make the most of this opportunity and enjoy the ride.  Thanks.  


