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Good afternoon,

I would like to thank Mrs. Sharon Whitaker and the members of the Lawnside Scholarship Committee for allowing me the opportunity to speak on this year’s theme, “Inspired to Go Higher.”

Before I begin I would just like to add this disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in my presentation today do not necessarily represent the views and opinions of the Lawnside Scholarship Committee and their sponsors, my employer the Lawnside School District or the students in attendance today. I say this because we wouldn’t want another Jeremiah Wright incident where one day one of these young people may be running for president and have to answer for why they didn’t just get up and leave. So in the spirit of this historical presidential campaign, I would just like to say, I am Ronn Johnson and I approve this message!

To all of our honorees, and I use the term honorees because you are truly to be commended for your accomplishments thus far, I say CONGRATULATIONS! The most recent statistic on graduation rates nationally, states that approximately 50 percent of students do not complete high school. I especially would like to commend the young men who are being honored today for being able to navigate successfully through today’s current educational system. There is no group of students who face more challenges in today’s society than African-American males. A recent study found that there are more African-American males receiving their GED in prison than those graduating from college each year. Therefore, to all I say congratulations. It is young people like you that inspire those of us who are educators to go higher.

In an effort to discuss inspiration, I would like to draw on those people and experiences that influenced my life and “inspired me to go higher”. 
As my biography mentioned, I grew up in Camden and many of my neighbors and friends barely finished high school, let alone thought about going to college. However, fortunately for me, my mother and father who are in attendance with me today, instilled in me at an early age, that college was mandatory! Everything from my teachers in the Camden City Public School system having high expectations of me in elementary school, to one of my high school guidance counselors telling me that he didn’t think that I was university material, inspired me to go higher. There will be times in life when it may seem like nothing is going your way and everything is against you, however, it will be your determination to succeed despite the circumstance that will get you through those times. The important thing is to take those hard times, learn from them, and use them as inspiration.

My life changed dramatically once I had the opportunity to attend Morgan State University a historically black college and university in Baltimore, MD. Prior to attending Morgan, I had a very inaccurate perception of myself and my peers as African-Americans based on what was portrayed in the media and what I experienced in my neighborhood. However, at Morgan I had the opportunity to interact with other African-American males/females from similar circumstances and environments who too were inspired to go higher. I distinctly remember one professor, Mr. Wilcox, who inspired me to go higher; however I just didn’t see it at the time. Mr. Wilcox saw things in me that I didn’t see in myself. He would often ask me during class, “What are you going to do when people start calling you Dr. Ronn H. Johnson?” I thought he was crazy because at that time my only focus was trying to pass his class. The pursuit of a doctoral degree never crossed my mind. That was approximately eighteen year ago, and currently I am in the dissertation phase of the doctoral program at Wilmington University. 
I would be remiss if I didn’t take this opportunity to publicly acknowledge another inspiration in my life -- Dr. Cassandra Brown, who not only encouraged me to enroll in the doctoral program at Wilmington University but has assisted me with my professional development over the last six years. Again, it was my parents at an early age, professors like Mr. Wilcox, and countless others like Dr. Brown who have inspired me to go higher.

There are a few things I believe will assist you in achieving success whether it is in higher education or in the workforce. The theme “Inspire to go higher” is very appropriate from this standpoint. Often times many people become complacent. They become comfortable with their place in life. I would like to suggest to you that complacency should never become a part of your mentality. Some say that the enemy of excellence is good. Once people think they are good they never seek excellence. For example, to use a sports analogy, many of us in this region remember the news conference with Allen Iverson when he could not understand why everyone felt he should practice more. Remember Allen…”Practice? Practice? We’re talking about practice?” He was genuinely confused at the notion he needed to practice more because he felt he was already the best player on the team. Allen Iverson is no doubt a superstar, however is he a LEGEND? Why be only recognized as the best player on his team? He should have strived to be the best in the league or maybe the best ever. That type of mentality is what separates a good player from a GREAT player.

So for those of you who may not be going on to college, whatever field you choose to enter, strive to be the best. For those entering into college, understand that college will probably be the best time of your life, but do not enjoy it so much that you lose focus of your purpose for being there. You will be required to work harder than you ever have in your life. The fact that you will be in college has a certain level of responsibility attached to it. Whether you are going to college or not, remember learning is a lifelong process. 
I go to the gym on a regular basis and it amazes me to see the number of people spending two and three hours lifting two and three hundred pounds. Now there are some occupations where that type of skill may be needed, however, in my thirty plus years of living I have never had to lift three hundred pounds by myself. Imagine if people spent the same amount of time developing their minds as they do developing their bodies. Why spend time preparing parts of your body you may never use and neglect the one you use everyday? So Mrs. Tutt, now you know why I like to talk so much, it exercises my mind. 

As you continue to develop your minds and display a strong work ethic, people will start to take notice which brings me to what I believe is the next key to success, establishing positive relationships. Surround yourself with people who have similar goals and aspirations and are willing to be supportive. It may be difficult to develop new friendships. But if your current friends are not going to support your decision to better yourself then you may have to move on. I was once told if you are the smartest one in your group of friends then you may need to add some new ones. However, be mindful addition does not necessarily mean subtraction. Serve as a facilitator between your old friends and your new ones. Many of my friends from high school have developed relationships with my friends from college. I hear many high school students saying, “I’m not going to forget my friends back home and I am not going to change, I want to ‘Keep it real!’ ” Keeping it real is fine; however, you must also have a balance in your life. In other words you must be able to fit into any environment comfortably. I am just as comfortable wearing jeans and boots as I am putting on a suit and going to work everyday. I wouldn’t recommend going to a job interview with a white tee and sagging jeans. 
Additionally, find a mentor. Someone who is older and can share valuable experiences with you as you go through this journey we call life. Many times opportunities will come your way not necessarily because of what you know but because of who you know. Keep in mind you still have to be qualified. Always remember to remain courteous and respectful. You never know who may be the person to give you the opportunity to change the world, which brings me to my final point.
As you journey through life, you have a responsibility to bring about a positive change in your community. There is a reason you were not a part of the 50 percent of students who do not complete high school nationally. Use what you have achieved to assist others. There is a saying “to those that much is given much is required.” You must be willing to give back all that has been given to you and more. No matter what your future holds, go through life with a commitment to make a difference. As you are inspired to go higher, inspire others. Hopefully something said this afternoon will inspire you.
I would just like to leave you with some words spoken by Mother Theresa given to me by my father entitled, The Final Analysis….
People are often unreasonable, illogical, and self-centered;
Forgive them anyway.
If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives;
Be kind anyway.
If you are successful, you will win some false friends and some true enemies;
Succeed anyway.
If you are honest and frank, people may cheat you;
Be honest and frank anyway.
What you spend years building, some may destroy overnight;
Build anyway.
If you find serenity and happiness, they may be jealous;
Be happy anyway.
The good you do today, people will often forget tomorrow;
Do good anyway.
Give the world the best you have, and it may never be enough;
Give the world the best you have anyway.
You see, in the final analysis, it is all between you and God;
It was never between you and them anyway.
                                                                 - Mother Theresa of Calcutta
Thank you very much and remember. Never become complacent. Strive to be better tomorrow than you were today!

-End-
