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Members of the Board of Regents, President Holst, esteemed faculty, and honored guests, and to you, graduates of the Class of 2010, Congratulations!—and a question:

“Did it make a difference?”
After four or five years of attending classes, writing papers, taking exams, and participating in the activities and life of the Concordia community, did it make a difference in your lives?  Did it have an impact on what you know, and on how you view the world?  
In preparation for this commencement address, I interviewed some members of your graduating class and a few Concordia alumni currently working in Ankara, Turkey.  Their collective responses to these questions were intriguing, and I will share them with you shortly.  

This question —“Did it make a difference?”— is the question professionals in my field ask regularly and persistently.   My work involves designing, implementing, and evaluating programs with governments and with organizations such as UNICEF, the World Bank, and Save the Children to improve education in countries of Africa, Asia, Central America, and Eastern Europe.   
The organizations that fund these education programs and we who design them want to know, “Did the program make a difference?”
When an agency builds schools or gives scholarships to girls in countries where girls’ enrolment lags behind boys, we want to know, “Does this make a difference in the lives of the girls, their families, their communities, and their countries?”
Or when an individual or an organization (like Room to Read or like Books for Africa based here in St. Paul) donates millions of books to schools and communities in Africa or Asia, they want to know, “Does it make a difference?”
To answer this question, professionals in my field prepare rigorous research designs.  We distribute surveys, collect data, and analyze statistics.  We take out our notebooks and write down everything we see and hear to collect more data.  Working with national colleagues in every country, we find myriad ways to ask the question, “Does it make a difference?”  We use the information to repeat what went well, as well as to try to uncover our mistakes so that the program can make even more of a difference the next time around.
For over a decade my associates and I have been asking this question in Malawi, a landlocked country in Central Africa.  Malawi, which calls itself the “Warm Heart of Africa,” is ranked among the 10 poorest countries of the world.  The average income is less than one dollar a day, and the majority of communities still do not have reliable electricity.

When we first began visiting schools in Malawi, we regularly saw 100 or more children in a class sitting on the ground under a tree.  Hundreds more students squeezed into classrooms made of cement block or bamboo. Some classes had teachers and some classes did not.  
You see, for most of Malawi’s history, few children were able to attend school.  Then in 1994, a newly-elected president followed through on a campaign promise to make primary school education free and available to everyone.  The school doors opened, children of all ages came swarming in, and the school population doubled in size almost overnight to more than 3 million children. 
Many of you graduates started Kindergarten in 1994.  Imagine one or two hundred students in your Kindergarten class, with one teacher, under a tree, learning the alphabet.  It’s overwhelming. 
Not surprisingly, there were not enough classrooms, books, or teachers to meet the demands of 1.5 million more children in Malawi’s schools.  The men and women who were hired quickly to teach had no preparation or experience.  Organizations from around the world worked with the Government of Malawi to address these monumental challenges.  
The first project I evaluated in 1997 gave scholarships to girls in Malawi so that they could complete secondary school.  One of those girls, Rose Chilombe,
 could not afford to stay in school until she received the scholarship.  Today, 13 years later, Rose Chilombe is an instructor at the University of Malawi.  The scholarships made a difference. 
Seven years later in 2004, I worked on another project in Malawi that helped 6,000 teachers improve their knowledge and teaching skills in English, Mathematics, and Science.  We worked with teacher education colleges to develop materials on the taboo topic of HIV and AIDS that was ravaging the country.   We stocked libraries with over 25,000 books to serve 500 schools around the country.  

Did all this make a difference?  The evaluations and research suggest that this work, combined with the work of many other individuals, agencies, and governments, has made a difference.  If you go to Malawi, you will see the difference today—in classrooms, schools, libraries, and, most importantly, in the lives of individuals.
One such individual is William Kamkwamba.  William had to drop out of junior high school because famine struck Malawi.  His parents could not afford to feed the family, much less pay for school fees. When our project delivered new books to the library not far from his home, William walked over to the library and found a book entitled Using Energy, with the picture of a windmill on the front—and he decided to try to build a windmill.  
William began to collect spare parts from a junkyard.  Two friends helped him buy wire and parts he could not afford.  People laughed and called him crazy, but William persisted.  He built a windmill in his front yard.  He harnessed the wind and generated energy to bring lights into his house.  With electricity in their home for the first time, William and his sisters and brothers could read in the evening.  With more electricity available than they needed, people in the community could charge their cell phones at William's house for a small fee.  With those funds, William was able to buy chickens for his family to raise.  
The library books made a difference, and William made a difference.
William is now attending university.  His new dream is that one day every community in Malawi will have a windmill and a wind-powered energy source.

But now, back to the all-important question of your education at Concordia:  Did it make a difference?   

Here are some of the findings from my conversations: 
Some of you answered forthrightly that you would not be the person you are today if you had not attended Concordia.  The alumni I interviewed in Ankara, Turkey three weeks ago said they would not be where they are today if they had not attended Concordia.  
Each one of you with whom I spoke said that Concordia’s professors and staff have had a profound influence on your life.  

Professors identified qualities in you that you did not know you had.  As a result, you are a different person now than you were several years ago.  They taught you things you never would have known or even asked about, such as the interdisciplinary nature of knowledge.  
Professors, coaches, choir and drama directors, and staff encouraged you to be leaders when you had never led before.  They invited you to do things you had not imagined you could do – such as organizing a service learning trip, representing Concordia University at an athletic conference, drawing ancient artifacts at an archeological dig, running for student government, or taking a leadership position in an on-campus club.  
Some of you described opportunities through which you have already worked with others to make a difference in the lives of people beyond Concordia’s campus.  These include advocating for the passage of the Kyle Herman bill, working in Louisiana on reconstruction after Hurricane Katrina, and teaching English to Somali adults.  You treasure the friendships and value the networks you have formed through these activities, and you expect the friendships to endure.  
Each one of you also mentioned the importance of the support of your family—or of the Concordia community that has become like family to you.  Some of you are the first daughter or son in your family to graduate from university.  Now you are making a difference as a role model for younger sisters, brothers, and cousins.
Your words to me and the achievements you have described reflect the words of Concordia’s Mission Statement:  you have been prepared “for thoughtful and informed living, for dedicated service to God and humanity, and for the enlightened care of God’s creation, all within the context of the Christian gospel.”  

“All within the context of the Christian gospel”—does that make a difference?  

All of you agreed that this last clause of the Mission Statement expressly influences the character of Concordia University, and it has made a difference in your experiences here.  For some of you it meant opening and reading a Bible for the first time, learning about The Story behind the stories.  For others it has meant participating with the community of faith in this place as it gives witness to its devotion, love, and service to the risen Christ.  
For all of you, “within the context of the Christian gospel” has meant, in some way, that you have heard in your classes and experienced through life in the Concordia community that because of this message of the risen Christ you are forgiven and you are loved by God.
In the years ahead, you now hope to make a difference in new and significant ways.  Some of you will go to graduate school, do an internship, work on a political campaign, or get married.  Some of you even need to finish up your last classes or assignments.  All of you hope to find a satisfying job.  Within five years, some of you hope to have a graduate degree; run your own business or not-for-profit organization; practice law; or you hope to be a teacher, a pastor, or a Director of Christian Education or Outreach.  
As you enter into these new endeavors, there may be pink slips and layoffs from jobs as well as promotions.  There will be profound disappointments as well as personal triumphs.  There have been for me and for the people who have taught you these past years, as well as for the family members who have supported you in your studies.  But like Rose Chilombe and William Kamkwamba from Malawi, you will persist.  Your education at Concordia, set “within the context of the Christian gospel,” has cultivated your abilities and gifts and provided you with resources with which to persist.  
Now and into the future, by God’s grace, you will continue to find ways creatively to make a difference in the lives of those closest to you, of those in your communities, and of those in the global community far beyond the borders of this campus.
Thank you, Concordia University Class of 2010, and congratulations to you all.
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