Marquita Smith

Speech to Lawnside Scholarship Club “Salute to Seniors”

May 21, 2011


Good afternoon and thank you for having me here today. I’d like to start by thanking the Lawnside Scholarship Club for its support of my academic goals when I was graduating high school and starting out in my undergraduate studies. It’s a pleasure to be able to pay forward what I have received. I’d also like to thank Emmanuel Church of God in Christ and my family for their support in all that I have done throughout the years. Without all of them I can say without hesitation that I would not be where I am today. These small support systems have been an invaluable part of my life and for that I am very thankful.

Initially, when I was asked to participate in today’s gathering I had no idea what I would say. Surely, the theme of “Success is in your hands” seemed simple enough to tackle but when I sat down to try and expand on it I continued to come up shorthanded. I was torn between giving a positively inspirational speech and giving more sobering advice. Nonetheless, this is an occasion to celebrate our students’ achievements as they prepare to move forward with their lives and further out into the world; words of encouragement are definitely in order. I chose my words carefully to ensure that my message today was not only about the individual but also about community. Community is an important part of any person’s success—as I acknowledged in my opening. Today I want to share with you some of my experiences to give my understanding of what success means and the many forms it may take. 
Eight years ago, I sat where you are seated, anxious to be done with high school and looking forward to going out into the world. I thought I knew what to expect and, in some ways, I thought college would be an extension of my high school experience but only with different people. Little did I know, I was in for an awakening.
During my first semester at Rutgers-Newark, in the fall of 2003, I was taking the first of my general requirement courses. Although I had excelled throughout my school years at Lawnside and Haddon Heights, I was not fully prepared for the shift in approach that was necessary to succeed in college-level study. I had taken my scholastic ability for granted. That first semester was not easy; not only was I introduced to new subject matters, the responsibility for grasping and understanding these topics rested solely with me. I did what I thought was an adequate job and made it through the semester. While at home during winter break I waited anxiously, along with my mother, for my final grades to be posted. When they finally came through they were “satisfactory.” I had passed all my classes but the grades I received were lower than I had ever gotten in all my years of study—I had a balance of As and Bs but one lone C. I felt that I had somehow failed, especially with my mother seeing my first C firsthand, but no one was more disappointed than I was. She did not show any sign of disappointment and seemed fairly pleased with my performance. I however was not satisfied. I chose to use my first semester experience to revise my strategy for the next semester.
By the spring 2004 semester I was reinvigorated, better prepared for the realities of the university setting, and back on track in a way that worked for me. That semester was the first in which I could take classes related to my journalism major. As disappointing as the first semester was for what I believed was my personal success, I believe that small “failure” was exactly what I needed to recalibrate my expectations, approach, and goals.
The lessons I learned during that first year at Rutgers-Newark prepared me for challenges to come—in the university and in the larger world—and gave me the confidence to believe that I could succeed at what I wanted to do. During my years at Rutgers-Newark I chose to take every chance to explore my interests while I had the opportunity. I was fully aware that this was a special time and circumstance that would not last forever so I treated it as an experience, not just a task serving as a means to an end. I had come to college with a love for reading, thinking, and writing. As a journalism major, I learned the ins and outs of hard news and entertainment news reporting, as well as narrative journalism. I interned with publishing and broadcasting companies both large and small—from literary agencies to the mega-conglomerate MTV network. The sum of these experiences further fueled my interests in writing and reflecting on the world we live in. 
What I honed in on during my undergraduate years was my love of storytelling and the relationships we have to one another—in essence, community. For one of my journalism assignments in a narrative journalism course, my professor made us go out and interview someone for a long narrative piece—a sort of stylized non-fiction writing. Our task was to find someone, an ordinary member of society, and develop the story he or she shared with us as if for publication. I decided to interview a friend I had met at Rutgers about her experience as a second-generation Nigerian-American. This was a challenge for us both: I was asking her to share her life with me not as a friend but as the subject of a story. To this day, I am grateful for her willingness to share herself with me and to trust me to tell her story truthfully and respectfully. As I look back on this experience, I can say this was a moment of enlightenment for me. Through this assignment, I learned that what I most enjoyed was the ability to delve deeper into the people and relationships covered only briefly in news stories. This interest in writing, narrative, and relationships eventually led me to where I am today as I study literature and culture in preparation for academic research and teaching. 

As you can see, I came out of college with a different, more refined perspective than I had at the start. Along the way I have had immeasurable experiences in a variety of places but the one thing that remains constant is the building of relationships with people from all walks of life. My work in journalism introduced me to the reality of the connectedness of people and this connectedness is something that continually proves to hold true no matter where I go.

My undergraduate experience led me to complete a masters in English and when I finished my MA I embarked on a journey that took me literally to the other side of the world: all the way to a small country called Cambodia. As a young girl growing up in Lawnside I never imagined I would travel and live in such a vastly different country no bigger than Oklahoma but when the opportunity came I couldn’t imagine passing it up. Travelling abroad can be a very fulfilling experience. Not only do you learn things about yourself that you will carry with you for life, you also get the chance to see firsthand how small the world is, how our lives affect others, and how much you can learn in the most unexpected ways.
I want to share with you a brief story that demonstrates the reach of community. The Documentation Center of Cambodia, an organization for which I still volunteer, does community outreach and education to help the nation recover from the trauma endured during the brutal and tragic Khmer Rouge regime. The staff at DC-Cam was a great help to me during my time in Cambodia and they welcomed me with open arms. On one volunteer trip to the rural countryside with the staff I had an amazing experience with the small children living in the remote village of Svey Khleang. In the villages, unlike the city, people generally do not speak English. If anyone does speak a small amount of English, it is usually a young child who has had the fortune of learning from a volunteer. During a public forum hosted by DC-Cam meant to inform villagers of the informative purpose of their trip, I sat in the back of the mosque it was being held in. Since women and girls are not allowed inside the mosque with men (I believe I was given a reprieve since I was a foreigner), I was surrounded by a group of young boys between the ages of 7 and 10. We could not communicate beyond simple gestures like a smile or wave but this did not hinder their curiosity. The boys spent most of their time writing the few English words and phrases they knew on a piece of paper—things like ‘my name is’ and ‘hello’. But there was one phrase they kept repeating and I couldn’t quite grasp what they were saying. They were chanting, “MAN U, MAN U!” I was clueless. Finally, one of the boys point to a shirt another boy was wearing and then it sunk in: they were asking me to spell out the name of their favorite soccer team, Manchester United. It amazed me that these children in a remote village that often does not even have electricity could have such an interest in a UK sports team. For me, this demonstrated just how connected we are as people even in remote corners of the world. These young boys saw me as a mediator between their small village and the wider world—one they haven’t and may never get the chance to see but are nevertheless curious about. This reminded me just how much our actions can influence others, often in ways we never imagined, and just how blessed we all are to have the opportunities we do.
In this sense, success is certainly in your hands. You have the ability to impact lives and be touched by others in a variety of ways. Don’t let fear stop you from going out into the world and more importantly, do not be so afraid of failing that you hold back in the face of opportunity. I hope my experiences shared with you today have demonstrated that even moments in which we believe we have somehow failed exists possibility and renewal. The experiences you will have in the next few years will be character-building, fulfilling, and sometimes intimidating. Be like those children and don’t let fear of failing or getting it wrong keep you from reaching out. In the face of it all, remember to follow your passions as they will keep you motivated when times are hard—and at times they will be. While you take hold of your own success, remember to fail on one level: fail to be complacent or settle. Be grateful for your opportunities and make the best of every one of them. And most importantly, remember the communities you are a part of, both locally and globally, for these communities will keep you both in times of struggle and triumph. On your road to success I implore you to remember the words of the poet John Donne: “No man is an island, entire of itself.” Success may be in your hands but remember those who hold yours.
Thank you

4

