
8th grade graduation 2017-2018 

I hope that you heard the applause and appreciation for your contributions to 

this ceremony.  We almost didn’t have an 8th grade graduation or at least one 

that was as rich with a variety of performances as this one was.  The 8th grade 

had to push past some narratives like “the upper schoolers don’t like it when 

we perform” or “I’m not sure I have it in me or that I want to” or “Wouldn’t it be 

better if we just got to the strawberry shortcake sooner.”  The 8th grade, as a 

collective, persevered.  Some of them stepped up and some of them supported 

and encouraged those that stepped up, and everyone contributed to the spoken 

word piece. Way to go! 

 

For the guests I haven’t met, my name is Sue Maul and for a quint, 1/5 of their 

6th grade year, I was 15 of these student’s math teacher (my last class) and for 

the rest of their time at Northwest I was and am the middle school director.  I’d 

like to add my welcome and my thanks to Mike’s. I have loved being in 

relationship with these students. 

 

As preparation for putting together this speech, I collect during the year, 

articles, poems, quotes, and I make notes from things I’ve read or listened to, 

that I find compelling. I go through the collection to see if it might help me 

articulate some parting words that feel appropriate as a send-off. For the last 3 

years, my school year long collection has produced a handful of themes that 

I’ve whittled down and tied together into a speech. This year everything in the 



pile had the same theme: Perseverance.  Living a life worth living isn’t easy, but 

it’s worth it. Rotten things happen, like hateful graffiti in our loving 

community, and we push through it, holding on tightly to our values, and to 

each other, and we reclaim our space. 

 

Perseverance, for me, is driven by hope.  What gets me up and out of bed every 

day is hope and inspiration. Visiting your classrooms and seeing the work you 

do and your teachers do is inspiring. As a leader, I can’t base all of my 

decisions on hope. I have to balance hope with evidence, analysis, and even 

cautiousness.  When I make decisions about the safety of my family or the 

safety of you all, they are informed, in part, by fear.  I think it’s okay to be 

informed by fear, but don’t let it rule you. Don’t let it dominate in your 

decision-making. Don’t let fear stop you from being brave or uncomfortable and 

pushing through the challenges ahead. 

 

One of the challenges in front of us right now is prejudice and hatred. You are 

living through a new civil rights movement and seeing and experiencing all the 

difficult work required to cause genuine shift.  The Black Lives Matter and 

MeToo movements have made transparent long-standing inequalities that need 

our collective attention and efforts.  I think in forty years there will be movies 

that make it seem like this time was easy or obvious (here are the heroes and 

here are the villains) but you will know the truth. You will know that’s it’s hard 

work, that sometimes it feels crystal clear what to think and what to do and 



that sometimes it feels confusing and you don’t know what to do or even what’s 

being asked of you. I’m not going to say that it’s all up to you, graduating 8th 

grade class, to make the necessary shift happen and make the world a better 

place.  That burden doesn’t belong just to you.  It is all of our work.  It’s my 

work, your parents work, but you are and will be in the thick of it.  I’m hoping 

you embrace it.  I’m hoping you stay present to the challenging moments and 

let them refine you, not diminish you. I’m hoping you let them break you open 

not tear you down. 

 

One of the quotes I collected this year is from adrienne maree brown, a writer 

and activist. She wrote, “Things are not getting worse.  They are getting 

uncovered.  We must hold each other tight and continue to pull back the veil.”  

 

Whether your passion, your work, your calling, or even your mild interest or 

inclination at this point in your lives is civil rights, whether it’s the 

environmental justice or access to arts and technology (I can go on and on 

when I look through the group,) I hope you know you don’t have to be a 

celebrity for your cause and you don’t have to be perfect. You just have to be 

present and willing.  

 

I shared with the middle school faculty at the beginning of the year, that my 

act of protest against tribalism is to make eye contact with every person I walk 

past on the street.  If they make eye contact with me I smile or say hello.  



Truthfully, I can’t always do it.  Sometimes I’m just too tired or too dispirited. 

What’s more, sometimes I drop the ball on my commitment to the environment 

by not bringing my reusable mug to Kaladi getting a paper to-go cup instead.  

And sometimes I spend too much time on my cell phone by going down a 

YouTube rabbit hole.   

 

I’m not perfect, so thank goodness I’m in relationship with others. 

Perseverance, staying true to what you care about and to your commitments, 

sometimes is a collective endeavor. I need Jeff Blair to give me the evil eye 

when I’m walking in with that paper cup.  I need Suzanne Botelli to give me a 

hug in the hall way when I’m not looking up and making eye contact. And I 

need to offer others support and challenge when it’s my turn to do so. 

Northwest talks a lot about community and this is why. We need each other. 

Whether you continue with this group or join another next year, hold each 

other tight and continue to pull back the veil.  Hold each other accountable for 

the values and the work that matter. Support each other in those moments of 

imperfection and need.  Just like you did to put together this celebration. 

 

You are so equipped for the next adventure and the challenges ahead. Go to it. 

 

 


