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The class of 2020,
unlike any other, ever

2020

No commencement address —
what a relief

JOAN WICKERSHAM

This year, graduations have
a chance to be actually meaningful

G

raduation. Say the word
and I’m instantly uncomfortable. I’m wearing a
hideously ugly and illfitting dress (eighth grade,
high school), or I’m sweltering in a rented cap and gown (college), or one of my
children is the graduate sweltering in
the cap and gown. We’re in a gym with
rows and rows of folding chairs or on an
open field with rows and rows of folding
chairs. The sun is beating down, or else
it’s raining. Somebody plays a musical
instrument. Somebody makes a speech
about how the graduates hold the future
in their hands, and how they have a
great and serious responsibility, and
how they are graduating at a time of unprecedented challenges but also unbounded opportunity.
Diplomas are handed out — at the
beginning, people clap enthusiastically
for each individual graduate, but this
gets tired quickly so by the time we’ve
reached the G’s and H’s there’s just a polite little clap-clap-clap, except for every
now and then when some family sends
up a roar of cheers for their graduate,
which then shames the audience into
sending up a roar for the next few graduates before we all settle back down into
tepid, tired, cursory applause, punctuated by the occasional localized “Woo!”

and whistle.
If I’m the one graduating, I shuffle
across the stage, accept the diploma,
shake the hand, and stumble off again.
If my child is the graduate, I wait eagerly for his name to be read aloud, and finally it is, but it’s mispronounced. A
photographer takes a picture of each
graduate receiving a diploma; a month
or two later our son’s photo arrives in
the mail, and it’s a very nice photo except that it is not a photo of our son, it’s
of some other kid.
And that, dear members of the class
of 2020, is what you are missing. Or, to
look at it another way, that is what you
have been spared.
And what will you be getting instead?
Well, there’s never been a graduation
season like this one. This year’s graduations, by not happening or by happening
virtually, have a chance to actually be
meaningful and memorable. Everyone is
talking to you. Everyone is thinking of
you, and taking you seriously. You can sit
on your couch and listen to graduation
speeches by Barack and Michelle Obama
and Oprah and Lady Gaga and Anna
Wintour and Beyoncé and John Waters
and Awkwafina and Simone Biles and
Bill and Melinda Gates, just to name a
few. All these people will be addressing
you with sympathy and concern and re-

spect, in recognition of this very strange
and frightening time you’re graduating
in. If somebody plays a musical instrument, it’ll probably be Yo Yo Ma.
You might find that talking online
about all this with your classmates turns
out to be a much more intense and genuine shared experience than the usual
graduation day, with its marching and
milling around and frantically trying to
find your friends in the crowd, and its final is-that-all-there-is? feeling of anticlimax and letdown.
If this year’s weird online, non-graduation graduations have a kind of emotional power and directness that no ordinary generic caps-and-gowns ceremony
could match, they are also a reminder
that even in good times, ceremonies are
only symbols of life’s big experiences.
Graduations are like weddings. They
matter, sure, but the things they symbolize — an education, a marriage — matter
a lot more.
So congratulations, 2020 graduates.
And as you venture forth —
But never mind. Let’s just say that I
envy you for not having had to show up,
sit for hours on a folding chair, and listen to stuff like that.
Joan Wickersham’s column appears
regularly in the Globe.

COVID-19 has put an end to the commencement address!
The staff and teachers at Brewster Academy in Wolfeboro, N.H., had no easy task making the online graduation
special. But in the end, it was one of the best ever. Instead
of simply reading the names of each graduate, they honored each student by reading quotes from their teachers as
the graduate’s picture and name were on the screen.
These quotes made you laugh and cry and learn something special about each graduate, adding a rich dimension
to the ceremony. Family members who were watching from
far and wide texted their amazement at how deeply moved
they were by the ceremony, despite knowing only one of the
graduates. Because the readings took longer than a stroll
across the stage and a handshake, cuts needed to be made
elsewhere in the program. Thankfully, the valedictorian
and salutatorian gave their speeches, which were excellent.
However, the commencement address was eliminated. Hallelujah! Since the speaker is almost always unmemorable at
best, the investment instead in the graduates paid off. Let’s
hope that this is a tradition, born of the COVID-19 crisis,
that will live on.
NANCY HIRSHBERG
Wolfeboro, N.H.

The writer is the mother of a 2020 Brewster Academy
graduate.

Hats off to Hannah
On the Saturday in May when we should have been watching my daughter walk across the stage to receive her diploma, conferring a bachelor of science degree in veterinary
technology from the University of Massachusetts Amherst
Mount Ida campus, we were sitting at our computers instead, and preparing to fete her with a surprise Zoom party.
Family from Georgia, Tennessee, Louisiana, Arizona,
Texas, Massachusetts, North Carolina, and Israel waited for
her to enter the virtual meeting room so that we could yell,
“Surprise!” All of us were
wearing hats, including a
Red Sox cap, Mardi Gras
hats, a hard hat, a cattleman’s Stetson, a Navy cap,
a gardening hat, beach
hats, and kerchiefs. Hannah showed up on time
(and no pajamas). Each
person, in turn, said, “My
hat is off to Hannah,”
doffed the cap, and offered accolades, congratulations, encouragement,
and life advice. Her soonto-be-90-year-old grandfather removed his Korean War Veteran cap and offered to teach her to drive. While we were
unable to hug her, and only a few got cake, Hannah definitely felt seen, celebrated, and loved. Family who would
not have been able to attend the commencement in person
were able to be an integral part of her achievement. And
she had her moment on stage.

Family who would
not have been able
to attend in
person were able
to be an integral
part of her
achievement.

JAN SNEEGAS
Brookline

The generation that entered a world
in crisis has taken command
By Patti Hartigan

T

o the high school class of 2020: Your milestones
are bookended by crises. Most of you were in our
bellies on Sept. 11, 2001. We adults scrambled to
find information on our relatives in New York City
or Washington, D.C., or on planes that left Boston
and never landed. Many of us struggled with morning sickness
and wondered what we were doing bringing children into a
world gone crazy. I was pregnant with twins. And then we
came to our senses. You were our only hope. We heard the military planes flying over our homes and tried to stay calm. And
then we felt you kick. And we knew you were going to be OK.
Now you won’t get a traditional graduation because of the
coronavirus.
But you, the generation that entered a world in crisis, have

taken command. You walked in the Women’s March in 2016.
You demanded gun control after the atrocity at Parkland. You
stand with Greta Thunberg to advocate for climate change.
You embrace every kind of gender identity.
Your parents were initially afraid to bring you into the
world, but now we know you are going to change it. It’s disappointing that you didn’t get to go to prom or participate in senior Skip Day or sit in the sweltering sun wearing an ugly, stifling robe waiting for your name to be called.
But you will know that none of that matters. You are the
9/11 babies. You have already made your mark, and the world
is yours to change. Take it. Congratulations, and it’s fine if you
“OK boomer” us. We are by your side.
Patti Hartigan is a former member of the Globe staff. Her
children are graduating from Concord Carlisle High School.

DAN WASSERMAN

Praise those who found a way
through this chaotic semester
Yes, 20 percent of Boston public school students have not
shown up for online classes during at least the past month
of the pandemic, and that’s a tragedy not of their making
(“Remote classes leave students disconnected,” Page A1,
May 24). But let us not forget to praise all the resilient Massachusetts students who are finishing this chaotic semester
in good standing, despite coming from COVID-19 hot spots
under conditions of terrible stress.
One set of students has juggled even more than their
peers. More than 2,000 Massachusetts “early college” students have mastered two emergency online systems — high
school and college — because they are taking college courses while still in high school. For example, one early-college
student received her associate’s degree at Bunker Hill Community College’s virtual commencement on May 21, two
weeks before she will graduate from Madison Park Vocational High School. Others, including English-language
learners, have completed at least a year’s worth of college
credit before getting their high school diplomas.
Early-college programs, which are relatively new to
Massachusetts, allow students who are the least likely to attend college an opportunity to earn a high school diploma
and a substantial number of transferable college credits at
no cost to families. At JFF, I have worked to assist early-college programs across the country for 20 years. Today, JFF
supports programs in Lowell, Lynn, Lawrence, Chelsea,
Boston, Salem, and Framingham. We salute the grit, persistence, flexibility, and sheer creativity of these cities’ future
college graduates.
NANCY HOFFMAN
Newton Centre

The writer is a senior adviser with JFF, a national nonprofit focused on the workforce and education systems to
promote economic advancement.
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Postcards from the pandemic
Readers, we want to hear from you for our blog capturing
how the Globe audience is coping with the pandemic and
with social distancing. What’s working for you or bringing
you solace? What challenges are you facing? Send us a photo and caption, and if you’d prefer not to share a photo,
send us your “snapshot” in prose — 100 words or less. We’ll
post an updated sample of submissions regularly. E-mail
letter@globe.com or visit bostonglobe.com/postcards.

