
2009  Conserve School Faculty Graduation Speech – Joe Panci 

 

1. First, from the heart, I want to thank the Class of 2009 for inviting me to speak at your 

graduation. I was totally thrilled and honored to have been invited to do this, though I will say 

what crossed my mind when I was asked to speak is that this might be 1000 times scarier than 

taking a group of students out on a Northwood’s winter campout at 20 below...the fact is, this 

forced me to reflect on my time here at Conserve more deeply...and it felt good to reminisce, 

because it brought memories back to life...memories which came alive these past few days 

when talking with so many of the alumni who came back in support of the school and to 

celebrate this year’s senior class. Thank you for coming! 

 

2.  Speaking today also gives me a chance to say things I wouldn’t ordinarily say – or be able to 

share – with all of you. It gives me a chance to get a little philosophical and try to capture 

something meaningful that I hope you can walk away with and feel good about...for example, 

saying thank you to those who are and have been important in shaping your life is crucial. I 

believe this opportunity to thank... is powerful...it is part of a relationship that cements a bond 

between people... forever linking them together. SENIORS, what you will discover – if you 

haven’t already – is that there will be key individuals in your life (both adults and the friends 

you make) who will impact you profoundly. Latch onto these folks with all your might. Learn 

from them. Share life with them......Little pieces of their personalities will become part of you 

as you develop your own style and identity – forming the essence of who you are. But choose 

these key individuals and your friendship circle wisely – they are your lifelines and lifelong 

friends. Then be sure to thank them for everything they have taught and shared with you 

before it is too late. This gift of appreciation and the time spent together is priceless.  

 

3. It is extremely important and fitting then for me to thank my wonderful wife, Lynne, for her 

unfailing support of me through all my years at Conserve and beyond. She has been my rock 

and sounding board. And when you work a job like this, you will understand just how critical it 

is to have this relationship with a key individual.  

 

4. On another note of thanks, I am very thankful for the opportunity to have worked here at 

Conserve and to be involved with such a wonderful community of people – both staff and 

students who bought into this “Dream”.  I want to thank all of you as students, here and now – 

and those who came before you – allowing me the chance to teach you. My dream was getting 

you out into nature – out there. Rachel Carson, a noted naturalist and author, said, “If a child is 

to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at least one adult 

who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live 



in.” I hope in some small way that I, and the other staff, have helped fulfill this legacy, and you 

have come away the better for it.  

 

5. I also want to thank my colleagues for their amazing support and wonderful friendship through 

the years. I have never worked with such a group of talented individuals who really enjoy 

being with young adults. And there you have it Seniors...it’s all about people...how you live, 

love, treat others and communicate – and the key is that you communicate – and when you do 

something, do it for the right reasons.  

 

6. So now I invite all the parents of our students to stand up....I want to say thank you for all you 

have done. You are my heroes...thank you for letting go of your sons and daughters and 

allowing them to come to Conserve. They are now ready to test the wings and freedom you 

gave them – they are ready to fly. This was a wonderful gift that you gave to us – the gift of 

your children – some for 4 years. This was a huge sacrifice on your part. And I understand how 

difficult this may have been for you to let your children go away to school, because I was in 

your shoes 7 years ago when our daughter came to Conserve when the school first started. It 

was not easy letting go...but she blossomed here...with the bonds of friendships forged; 

leadership experiences and knowledge gained; learning what she or the group could achieve if 

they really put their minds, hearts, souls and energy into it...developing a sense of place with 

the landscape – as well as a real sense of herself as to who she was and who she was 

becoming. I hope for all of your sons and daughters here that their experiences at Conserve 

have given them a better sense of who they are – and the realm of possibilities that await 

them. It is in the striving itself, in the tough situations where you never thought something was 

possible, that you learn what you are capable of doing. And so I want to thank all of you as 

parents for your belief in this school, the values and the education we gave. I want to thank 

you for championing our school’s mission and vision and desire to see it continue. I want to 

thank you for the heart and passion you demonstrated in standing up for your convictions and 

principles - and I hope as students, that you understand and appreciate the value of what your 

parents have done. They deserve our heartfelt thanks! Please join me in honoring your parents 

with a warm round of applause!   

 

7. The decision to change our school this winter really made me realize – even more – how much 

this school means to me. It was a gut-wrenching feeling – yet there was significance in the 

emotions I felt. I realized that if I hadn’t felt this way, the school wouldn’t have meant much to 

me. My point is that in life, you must feel to be alive. You must be passionate about life to 

understand its value...but we also have to understand that these feelings can hurt deeply at 

times...it is during these times when it hurts so much, that you need to go to your sources of 



strength – your family and friends – and reach out to them for support...and then be there for 

that person when they call you for help... 

 

8. In linking passion to life, allow yourself the chance to experience it by seeking out new 

adventures... and feeling the emotions....to illustrate this, I want to share one of my all-time 

favorite quotes. It’s one that Mark Jenkins, an internationally recognized adventurer and 

author, said, as he reflected on why men climb mountains. This is the same Mark Jenkins who 

graced this stage a few years ago. He said, ”On a mountain, caught inside a welter of ambition 

and fear and struggle, you will eventually shove yourself right out on the edge, climb right to 

the lip, and get a good long look into the abyss. In that look, all you see, all you know, all you 

can possibly feel, is the absolute intensity of your own mortality - the sheer inalienable 

certainty that “HEY, I’M ALIVE”. This is exactly where the rest of the world keeps you from 

going. This is exactly the confrontation modern man strives to elude. At all costs avoid it. Avoid 

being there. Stand back. Keep cool. Keep everything, including your life, at arm’s length. Keep 

the perspective, “I like to watch”.  That’s the right answer. Everyone a spectator-------the 

perfect, passionless life. And that’s it. THAT is what puts men on mountains. The fear more sick 

than the fear of failure, more dreaded than the fear of death....or the fear of mediocrity. It’s 

the excruciating fear of a life without passion.”  

 

9. Continuing on this link of passion with the outdoors, I hope another quote helps you 

understand the value of “getting out there” and being able to learn from the unpredictable 

challenges nature throws at us. This quote comes from a woman who lives and works in 

downtown Atlanta, Georgia. She said this after returning from a backcountry trip in the wilds 

of Yellowstone...”Do you know where I’d really like to be now? What I’d like to be doing? It 

really makes no sense, you know...I want to be somewhere out in the open, where I can be 

very hungry, very tired, mind and body wore out, from being called upon so actively to sense, 

feel, react, and try to comprehend how small I am relative to the place I am in...small, in a big 

way. I want to be cold, wet, tired, and completely overwhelmed in some beautiful place that 

looks as if no one has ever been there before. Undiluted awe, the feeling of powerlessness 

over everything except my mind, arms, legs, fingers and toes...the essence of life that makes 

my soul open up....In our lives, we want so desperately to control...but isn’t it amazing that the 

place where we have the least control, teaches us the most about the best we can be.”  

 

10. Reflecting back now on communication, I want to touch on ourselves – starting with listening 

to the little voice inside all of us, that gut feeling... as it speaks to our conscience, what’s right 

or wrong, the voice of reason, our intuition... 

 



11. What I recommend is talking to yourself – out loud – where you can hear your own 

voice...asking yourself questions and answering your own questions...literally having a 

conversation with yourself...and then really listening to what you say and how you respond. 

You’ll quickly discover what mood dominates. I believe the emotions you are feeling surface 

and crystallize more effectively when you talk out loud, and so you can begin to sort them out 

better. Now I realize you have to be careful when you have a conversation with yourself 

because of where you might be and who might be around to overhear you, but the value is 

one of reflection, a time allowing you to vent your frustrations, or process what you’ve done 

or are seeking to do. There will still be times you simply don’t know what to do – so try other 

strategies: sleep on it, confide in others, seek advice...then remember what happened so you 

can use this as an experience to draw on later in life. 

 

12. Interestingly, though I just advocated talking out loud to yourself, I also recommend that you 

build in some quiet moments in your life as well... and find a special place – which creates a 

touchstone where you can just observe the world around you...wherever that may be. It 

seems we are so wired into something all the time...unplug for a while each day to clear your 

head.  

 

13. Let me tell you a story about finding that special place to observe the world around 

you...about being outside, about being on the loose, about developing a relationship with the 

land. If we develop a love or connection to the land, we typically become better stewards of it, 

because we value what we love. It does not have to be the most dramatic or majestic place on 

Earth to be awed by nature’s beauty...it can be the small connections and simple direct 

experiences with nature such as gardening; watching a spider spin a web; hearing the mighty 

chorus of the tiniest frogs; listening to the lonely wail of a loon across the lake at sunset; or 

maybe just spending time in the neighborhood park or your own backyard frogging around. 

There is no substitute for experiencing the outdoors firsthand. This love of nature is at the 

heart and soul of Conserve. To bring this to light, here is one student’s response to a journaling 

activity I do with my students each spring semester...where they have to find their own special 

place or habitat on campus and spend time there, observing the changes through the seasons 

– in the landscape, plants, animals, weather, and in how we, as people, respond to these 

changes (by the way, the student who wrote this is one of this year’s seniors and who will 

remain anonymous...Renato Perez...sorry Renato, I couldn’t resist. Renato is from the 

Galapogos Islands and offered these insights... 

 

 “I like journaling now. I need to admit that in the beginning I didn’t like it that much. I thought 

it was kind of stupid to go outside and just sit and take notes. My question was...notes about 

what? I really like nature but sometimes I get bored with it. I need to see something really nice 



like a bear or something unusual to be hanging out all the time in that spot. During the first 

weeks, I didn’t know what to write in my journals. Everything looked the same to me. The 

truth is that now I cannot say the same. I enjoy spending my time walking on the snow and 

watching every single detail in my area such as the trees, the holes in the snow, birds and the 

landscape of my area. In just a little time you begin to notice that everything changes. I feel 

that it’s becoming my home. I have spent so much time on different days of this year there, 

that now I feel it is a part of me. I know it sounds strange, but it is. I’m not an observant 

person, but I developed in me a side that I didn’t know. This activity also helped me to care, 

and to increase my passion for nature. When you live in a place like Conserve School or when 

you spend a large amount of time in a place like Mandel Field you get used to it. You analyze 

and see how lucky you are just by being in such a peaceful place like this one, with no war, 

egotism, or starvation. We live in a place with happiness, around animals, trees, lakes, and 

people with good thoughts. We should thank God for this amazing land.”   

 

14. As Renato had been transformed through this experience, so to have I been transformed by 

my students...let me share a few examples... 

 For one, many of you helped and taught me how to get into 21st century technology! 

That was quite an achievement. 

 You taught me how important humor was in connecting to all of you (Joon is a prime 

example in his speech earlier.  He has gotten us all laughing magically through the years 

and I, for one, have come away the better for it) 

 You taught me how to live in the moment more effectively. 

 You taught me that there is great hope for the future of our environment, as many of 

you are on the pathway to becoming good stewards of the Earth...and given the gifts of 

awareness, knowledge and skills, you have begun to develop the understanding, 

perspective and judgment needed to make good decisions. I feel good about passing 

the torch to you as you become the next generation of teachers, scientists, community 

leaders and caretakers of our planet. 

  You taught me that life is about feelings, emotions, relationships and friendships. And 

just as importantly, it is about kindness, support, compassion, love and understanding 

for each other....For example...It’s no secret that this has been a difficult year for all of 

us...and that includes me. Many of you know that my wife has been battling cancer 

since last fall. This was overwhelming for us emotionally. What happened though was 

magical...friends and family reached out to us and supported us in such wonderful ways 

that I can hardly begin to thank them. This was our source of strength that carried us 

through. In one specific instance, I felt I needed to tell my class what was happening 

and how deeply this had shaken us up, that this was a journey into the unknown and I 

was not going to be there for them for large chunks of time. I wondered how they 



would respond. I needn’t have worried. When I came back from a couple weeks away, 

my class totally surprised me with a card...this huge wonderful card which said it 

all...smile Joe, everything will turn out fine...I was overwhelmed by what they had done 

and the kindness and compassion they showed.  They were there to support me any 

way they could – and taught me that you don’t have to go it alone. We communicated 

with each other, treated one another with respect, and were straightforward and 

honest. The way they communicated their support was so touching – it meant the 

world to me and I will never be able to thank them enough.  

 You also taught me to move on... get over things and move on to the next. And now, it 

is our time to move on...our time here together is over...but hopefully not forgotten. So 

in closing, I have one final piece that I would like to dedicate to this year’s senior class, 

something that I hope you will continue to look back on with fond memories...and 

draw strength from in future years...remembering when we spent this time 

together...on the loose...at your graduation...  

 

15. Song: On The Loose 

Chorus: On the Loose to climb a mountain, on the loose where I am free, on the loose to live 

my life, the way I think my life should be; for I’ve only got a moment and the whole world left 

to see. I’ll be searching for tomorrow on the loose... 

 Have you ever seen a sunrise turn the sky completely red? Have you slept beneath the 

moon and stars with a pine bough for your bed? Can you sit and talk with friends 

although a word is never said...then you’re just like me and you’ve been on the loose... 

 Chorus 

 There’s a trail that I’ve been hiking just to see where it might go...many places left to 

visit, many people yet to know. But in following my dream, I will live and I will grow...on 

the trail that’s waiting out there on the loose... 

 Chorus 

 So in search of love and laughter I’ll be traveling ‘cross this land. Never sure of where I 

am going for I haven’t any plan. But in time when you are ready come and join me take 

my hand...and together we’ll explore life on the loose... 

 Chorus 


