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IIT PRESIDENT’S REMARKS 
John L. Anderson 

Saturday, May 16, 2015 at 10:00 am 

It is appropriate that our Commencement ceremony is held on our baseball field.  This 
afternoon in Virginia the IIT varsity baseball team will play for the national championship 
of our conference.  This might be first for an IIT sports team.  Congratulations to the lads 
who are representing IIT on the field today! 

When the president of a university speaks at Commencement, all the graduates, and all 
of you who are here to support the graduates and wish them well, are secretly hoping 
for 3 things.  One—my speech will be short. Two—what I say might actually be 
interesting.  And three—that my speech will be short.  I’ll shoot for 2 out of 3. 

Since this is my last commencement address as president of Illinois Institute of 
Technology, I promise to offer you, the graduates of 2015, just a few remarks before we 
send you on your way with your degrees.  And when I looked over what I had written, I 
realized that I’m not just giving you the advice you expect to hear from commencement 
speakers. Truth be told, I’m giving myself advice today—because this summer I will 
“commence” a new chapter in my life, just as you will after today.  

Looking back, we have come a long way, and for that we should be proud of the hard 
work that kept us going—and thankful for all of the support and encouragement we 
have received along the way. And, looking forward, we have much more still ahead of 
us. 

There are the two fundamental questions we need to keep asking ourselves—where 
have I been? and where should I go?   

Bernard Malamud has a wonderful quote in his book “The Natural,” which is nominally 
about baseball but is really about life and how one person tries to overcome a very poor 
decision. In the book, Roy Hobbs is a young baseball phenom who makes one big 
mistake that haunts him the rest of his life.  Malamud’s quote is “We have two lives... 
the life we learn with, and the life we live after that.”   

It’s another way of saying, “learn from your experiences” and then “move on with what 
you have learned.” As we get older, we have more experiences from which we can 
learn—and so the question “Where should I go?” becomes more important.  

I am not just talking about careers in terms of our past and future. I am also referring to 
where we have been and where we should go in our personal lives, especially with 
regard to our families and friends.  It might not be clear where we should go, but it 
should be clear where we have been if we are honest with ourselves. And that honesty 
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can only come when we think back on what we have said and done to the people we 
love and to those who have stood by us in good times and bad—and the impact our 
words and actions have had upon their lives. 

Taking our experiences into account in charting the future seems so fundamental and 
simple, yet I have seen so many failures in judgment because we did not learn from the 
past. Our experiences must inform our future direction—but they must not dictate it. I 
have seen people stagnate because they only extrapolate linearly from their past. The 
tension between tradition (Doing what I have always done) and change (Taking the new 
path) is a test for all of us. 

Our future will be shaped by the decisions we make, both big and small. The results of 
so-called “little decisions about seemingly trivial things” can add up, so attention must 
indeed be paid to them.  But priority must be given to the big decisions—and as a 
university president, I have had to channel most of my energy and attention to big 
issues that affect our ability to provide a quality educational experience for our students.  

There is no playbook for decision-making. We all come to our decisions in our own way.  
So whatever path you take, whatever you take into consideration, always remember 
that you must be willing to make that decision when needed—and then stand by it.   

But being willing to make a decision is not enough. Your ability to make sound 
decisions, both in your personal life and your professional life, is critical to your 
happiness. I have watched people become paralyzed by their inability or unwillingness 
to make a decision, and I have seen others have their careers, and personal lives, badly 
damaged by a reckless action or a decision made without consideration of 
consequences and impact.  

Being able to make a sound decision is a skill that is developed by practice.  That skill 
will shape who you are—and will help determine what real difference you can make in 
the months and years ahead. 

I think I have gotten better at decision-making, having learned from my experiences 
over many decades. Looking back, two decisions stand out as examples from which I 
learned.  The first was a bad one:  As department chair at another university 30 years 
ago, I hired a faculty member because he had an outstanding record of accomplishment 
for a young person.  However, this person had such a negative personality that he 
greatly damaged the wonderful collegiality we had developed among our faculty, staff 
and students. The “handwriting was on the wall” about his negative effect on people, but 
I ignored it and focused only on his excellent technical credentials. Fortunately, this 
person left before he caused permanent damage to the great sense of community that 
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our department had fostered. The Lesson? I learned that there is a lot more to a person 
than what is on paper. 

I made another decision in 2007 that, looking back, was pretty significant in terms of the 
impact it had on me professionally and personally. There was an opening at IIT for 
president in 2007, but no one approached me about it for a reason too long to explain. 
And then one day, I received a phone call from an IIT Trustee who suggested I should 
apply. I said “why.”  He said “because you can have an impact on IIT.” I decided to follow 
up on that phone call—and here I am. The Lesson?  Do not close the door on 
opportunities just because you are in a comfortable position. 

I consider the decision to apply for the presidency of IIT the most important and best 
decision I have made.   

[Actually, let me amend that statement. The decision to marry Pat was, hands down, my 
best decision—ever!] 

Except for deciding to marry Pat, and coming to IIT, I always try to remember that there 
is often no absolutely “right decision or right answer.” Some decisions might be better 
than others—and some answers might be more appropriate than others given the 
situation in which you find yourself at the time. 

I also used to get frustrated when I felt like I didn’t have all the information available to 
make the “best” decision. So my advice to you and to myself is that we must be willing 
and able to make reasonable and sound decisions with incomplete information – based 
on what we know at the time.   

And one thing that can really help in that area is listening before acting. To paraphrase 
the football coach Lou Holtz:  “I never learn anything talking.  I only learn things when I 
ask questions and listen (sic).” 

At IIT you have gained knowledge in the classroom, but you have also learned skills 
outside the classroom in areas that will make you a more successful and happier 
person—as well as a good decision maker. Together, your classroom and 
extracurricular learning, as well as the friends you have made and the relationships you 
have forged, will help you assess where you have been and determine where you 
should go as your life evolves. 

I speak for the faculty and staff of Illinois Institute of Technology when I say that we are 
tremendously proud of you, our graduates. You have worked hard and met the 
academic challenges put before you. You leave here with our greatest respect.  
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You are about to become graduates of a university with a proud history and an even 
brighter future. This year, IIT is celebrating its 125th anniversary and the theme we have 
chosen is remember, celebrate, and dream—words that have a special meaning at 
Commencement.  Remember—you stand on the shoulders of giants.  Celebrate your 
accomplishments and enjoy this day.  And keep dreaming about where you should go 
next.  

In closing –  the most welcomed words of any speech –  I wish to thank our faculty, 
students, staff, alumni, and especially our trustees, for giving me the opportunity to be 
president of this great institution. In the months and years ahead, I will be learning from 
my experiences as a member of the IIT faculty and still making decisions, this time 
about curriculum and grades.  And I’ll keep asking myself where have I been and where 
should I go.  

But one thing is certain. I feel very good about where this university is headed and I am 
so very proud to have been its president. 

To the graduates of 2015:  Celebrate today the good work you have done to graduate.  
You are the BEST, and I wish you success and happiness in whatever you choose to 
do. 

Thank you. 


