
 

 

 
What an honor it is to join the state’s oldest university in congratulating the Class of 2019 on the 
successful completion of your college careers. If your experience matches mine, the time has gone 
quickly: I hope you’ve found it enjoyable, as well as enriching. I’ll let you in on a secret: time will 
continue to fly, so make the most of the empowerment of your degree: I’m confident that you’ll all 
contribute meaningfully in the years ahead. 
 
I’m proud of the Vermont State Colleges & was honored to serve the System as a Trustee. Most VT 
students who attend college at all are studying at a State College & the overwhelming majority of the 
student body at each is comprised of Vermonters. There are more than 2200 students enrolled here, 
2/3 of whom are local kids. They are an important resource for our state. 
 
Castleton continues to expand: the University offers 75 programs of study to undergraduate and 
graduate students, including a growing number of master’s and doctoral programs.  You have 28 
varsity sports and 50 student organizations.  
 
I’m delighted that we lured Dr. Scolforo back to New England to lead Castleton at this challenging & 
exciting time. Like many of you, she was a 1st-generation college student who is passionately 
committed to ensuring that everyone on this campus maximizes his or her potential. 
 
There’s so much going on here: you’ll soon offer new programs in Early Childhood & Special Education; 
Wildlife & Forest Conservation; & Archaeology, Geology & Applied Anthropology.. Graduate credit will 
be extended to those who teach others to fish; the number of fishing & hunting licenses has been 
declining, so hooking more Vermonters on our traditional sports will really help. I’m pleased that 
Castleton is Killington’s new partner in the Resort Hospitality Management program: our tourist 
industry is a big component of the state’s economy. You’ve recently hosted the 20th anniversary 
gathering of Girls on the Run & you’ve provided coaches to encourage young girls to prepare for the 
future. 
 
& how about the Spartan alpine skiiers who literally saved a life by attending to a fallen competitor on 
the slopes? We’re proud of them & the University they attend. 
 
Often graduation speeches are lofty oratory explaining that the buds on the trees & blooming flowers 
are manifestations of the springtime of your lives. I’ve delivered those addresses myself. 
 
But I think it would be a disservice not to offer thoughts on some of the challenges we face as a state & 
nation & how you might help to address them.  
 
A decade ago, someone asked me an interesting question: ‘What do you worry about most?’ My 
answer came with no hesitation: demographics. I’ve always believed that we can resolve our policy 
differences, but, if we lack sufficient human capital, if we have no people here, we’re in deep trouble. 
 



 

 

We face a real crisis in Vermont: as a state, we’re getting older & smaller. Governor Scott has observed 
that, each & every day, the size of the state’s workforce declines by 6 people &, each & every day, the 
number of students in our public schools is lower by 3.  
 
We’ve experienced population swings throughout our history. It was fairly stagnant until the middle of 
the 20th century; then the interstate highways were constructed, IBM & other large employers arrived 
& promoters dubbed Vermont ‘the Beckoning Country.’ For 50 years we grew; then, at the dawn of the 
21st century, the number of people calling Vermont home flattened again. Why would that be? We 
have good infrastructure, no toll roads, the lowest crime rate in America, unsurpassed natural beauty. 
Who wouldn’t want to live here? 
 
Yet, since 2010, our population has grown more slowly than that of any state but one.  
 
We have net domestic outmigration, which means that more people are leaving Vermont for other 
states than are moving here. Most who come are older: we’re happy to have them: seniors enrich our 
communities, they’re generous to our charities & they volunteer their time, but they generally don’t 
work or have kids in our schools. 
 
Speaking of which, our K-12 enrollment has dropped 24% in the past 2 decades. Economists forecasted 
that the decline would bottom out in 2017 & then the number would begin to rise. It hasn’t & now 
we’re told that the number will continue to slide until 2030 at the earliest. That’s due, in part, to the 
fact that our birth rate is among the lowest in the nation. 
 
Our workforce has been shrinking, as well: we have 23,000 fewer Vermonters aged 25 to 44  since the 
turn of the century. These are the folks on whom we most depend to keep our economy strong. 
Despite our success at the State Colleges, we have the highest percentage of high school graduates 
leaving their home state to attend college in the country & many don’t return, my sons included. 
Instead, we have more residents who are at least my age: we’re the 2nd oldest state & we’re aging fast: 
over the next decade the ranks of those 65 & above will grow at 10 times the rate of the state’s overall 
population. 
 
The implications of this trend are serious: higher health care costs, but fewer caregivers; fewer 
employees, fewer innovators, no growth in our tax base. 
 
Why aren’t more people choosing to make Vermont their home? Quality of life goes only so far: people 
are rational & will do what’s in their best interest. This is not an affordable place to live. Housing is 
expensive; so are health care, higher education & taxes. The burden on business is greater here: higher 
operating costs, fewer available investors & onerous regulations. Ideology goes only so far, too: iconic 
firms that tout their social commitments, such as Keurig & Burton, have moved parts of their 
businesses elsewhere. 
 
What do we do? We could encourage more foreign immigration, to help replenish our ranks. We need 
to ease the regulatory burden so that more businesses will decide to come here or expand. We should 



 

 

restrain public spending to moderate the level of taxation. We must encourage more young people to 
stay in Vermont. 
 
So here’s my pitch: we need each of you to be a part of our state’s future. We need you to live & work 
here, to make Vermont your home, to use your Castleton education to find meaningful work & perhaps 
create additional jobs. We need you to stay. 
 
There’s another dilemma, this one facing the entire country, that deserves our attention: the 
polarization of America & the decline in civil discourse. 
 
Today, politicians focus more on blaming their opponents than on offering ideas themselves. The days 
of compromise & cooperation have been replaced by an era of filibuster & gridlock. Partisan rhetoric is 
abundant, while solutions are scarce. The result is a Washington that is broken. Politicians refuse to 
work across the aisle, &, as a result, little of substance gets done. The halls of Congress are dominated 
by people who were unable or unwilling to even pass a budget for several years & who continue to 
create crises, solve them at the 11th hour & then expect us to be grateful & relieved. 
 
This wasn’t always the case. Years ago, Democrats & Republicans worked together by putting 
pragmatism above ideology. In the 1950s, a Republican President worked with a Democratic Congress 
to establish an interstate highway system that has transformed our nation’s infrastructure. Less than a 
decade later, Congress enacted landmark civil rights legislation through bipartisan cooperation. When 
southern politicians threatened to kill the measure, the Senate Democratic Leader reached out to his 
Republican counterpart to gather enough votes to end the filibuster. Nowadays, members of Congress 
refuse to work together to reform important programs like Social Security & Medicare. Even worse, 
politicians get bogged down in rhetorical mudslinging & partisan tactics on essential issues, such as 
raising the debt ceiling. It’s no wonder Congress has an average approval rating of 16%. 
 
In quite the contrast to the pragmatism of past generations, today’s politicians—on both sides of the 
aisle—seem to be competing in a contest to see who is the most ideologically “pure.” The fighting 
between parties has evolved into further fighting within them. Many of these intra-party factions hold 
a vision of ideological purity, with little or no room for compromise. Unfortunately, without 
compromise, a divided government quickly descends into gridlock. Constant gridlock leads to the 
erosion of civility.  
  
We can speculate on the reasons for this plight: the media, gerrymandering & campaign contributions 
may all play a role. But here we are. 
 
Even in Vermont, manners have declined. There are fewer statesmanlike figures willing to work 
together for the common good. There’s more grandstanding, name-calling & party-line voting. Even 
simple gestures of reaching across the aisle have disappeared. When I first served in the Legislature in 
the 1970s, lawmakers would often stay overnight in the capital & grab dinner with folks from the other 
party. With the rise of commuting among legislators, even this basic effort has diminished. 
  



 

 

It’s better here, of course, than in Washington & most state capitals. We were able to achieve major 
health care reform, pass economic incentives to blunt the effects of the Great Recession & enact other 
important bills. I tried to navigate state government in a way that valued respect, compromise & 
working together to reach common ground. 
 
Fortunately there are models of civility in our nation’s history; here are 2 from the Green Mountain 
State: 
 
Ralph Flanders was a senator from Vermont in the 1940s & 50s. He believed that the strength of the 2 
parties was their diversity. Senators of that era were collegial & worked frequently across party lines. 
After all, it was Flanders who sponsored the resolution to censure his fellow Republican from 
Wisconsin, Joe McCarthy.  
 
What better example of civility than our 30th President, whose modest roots on a hill farm in southern 
Vermont instilled in him the values that would guide him as Chief Executive. Calvin Coolidge once said 
that it’s wrong to criticize a political opponent; instead a candidate should explain why he or she 
should be chosen. He met regularly with Congressional leaders of the other party, enhanced racial 
inclusivity &, from his College days, encouraged respectful debate. Coolidge was our last leader 
without a Presidential library, so I’m thrilled that he is memorialized on this campus. 
 
Governing in an era of polarized political discourse is a challenge for any leader. To effectively steer the 
course of divided government, one has to place civility, respect, pragmatism & cooperation at the core 
of one’s efforts. I hope you’ll find ways to be in involved in the process. You needn’t run for office, but 
our nation will be stronger if caring & educated citizens are engaged. 
 
It’s not only in the political world that civility has declined. There seems to be an increase in the 
intensity of demonstrations around the country; passionate support for one’s views is fine; the rights 
to freely assemble & to petition the government are as old as our Republic. Another right enshrined in 
our Constitution, however, is that of free speech. 
 
We need look no further than recent episodes just up the road at my alma mater, Middlebury College. 
2 years ago, a speaker invited by a recognized club, introduced at the event by the College President & 
prepared for a rigorous interview by a liberal professor, was shouted down by protesters & prevented 
from speaking. As the pair attempted to leave campus, the crowd became violent & the professor 
suffered injuries from which she took quite a while to recover. 
 
The speaker was controversial, to be sure. The President assured the audience that she didn’t share all 
of his views, but she defended his right to express them & the right of a student organization to invite 
him. Of all forums, the academy is the place where differing opinions ought to be expressed, 
challenged & debated. How can someone achieve the benefits of a liberal education without exposure 
to varying points of view? How can we refine our own thoughts unless we hear those of others? I can 
only confirm or amend my convictions if I read & hear what a wide array of people have to say. 
 



 

 

In the past 2 years Middlebury has engaged in a process of reflection on that episode: we’ve had a 
series of meetings, there has been a modest improvement in the range of speakers invited to campus 
& I assumed that we were on track to heal. Then it happened again, just last mo.: another controversial 
speaker, invited by a recognized College club, was prevented from delivering his lecture. But this time 
he wasn’t shouted down by a mob: in fact, the protesters made it clear that they would not disrupt the 
event; they planned instead to demonstrate outside the building & distribute material to attendees as 
they arrived. 
 
Instead, the College administration called off the lecture. All of the efforts to bring the community 
together were dashed by the stroke of a keyboard. The institution had 2 years to prepare for this &, 
citing the flimsy excuse of a threat to safety, cancelled the presentation hours before it was to begin. 
Free speech had been in intensive care at Middlebury for some time: now the administration pulled 
the plug. 
 
Even worse, a Professor opposed to the invitation called for the dismissal of 2 colleagues who wanted 
the guest to come & a faculty member who invited the visitor into his classroom at the last moment 
was threatened with disciplinary action. There’s a sense on campus that not only is free expression at 
risk: so is academic freedom. 
 
Those who disrupt speakers with whom they disagree have other choices: they could decline to attend, 
demonstrate peacefully or arrange their own events. I’ve been the object of protests on numerous 
occasions: I didn’t enjoy it, but I came to accept it as an inevitable display of the rights of others.  
 
I urge each of you to listen to different voices, to respect others when they speak & to weigh 
objectively the arguments they put forth. You may not be persuaded; you may become more confident 
in your own views. But, in a democracy, we can’t delegitimize the thoughts of others. We must allow 
them to be expressed. As Justice Brandeis famously observed, the remedy for speech you don’t like is 
more speech. 
 
That’s consistent with the values of Vermont & of this institution. I’m confident that the academic rigor 
of your courses, your engagement with the talented faculty & the relationships you’ve forged will serve 
you well. You will always be part of the Castleton family & I hope you’ll play a role in crafting the 
University’s future. 
 
I hope you’ll play a role as well in the future of our state & nation. We’re counting on you. 
 
Congratulations on achieving the milestone we celebrate today. Best of luck to you all. 
 


