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I know your topic is “giving the gift” and of course I was immediately struck with the thought of 
higher education as the ultimate gift.  I was reminded of the quote which says, “A good 
education is the greatest gift you can give yourself or anyone else.”  The author of this quote is 
the writer Mahtab Narsimhan. 

So, as I thought about your topic and that quote, I realized that I of course would have to talk 
about a college education as being the ultimate gift.  At least it has been the ultimate gift for me.  
My life has changed so dramatically with the gift of a college education.  When I talk to groups, 
many people seem to be interested in how and why I went back to College and got an education 
and ultimately changed professions.  I’m happy to talk about that later if anyone has questions, 
because I’ve thought a lot about it over the years,  and I have to say that at no time, did I ever 
think that by going back to college, someday I would be a college president.  It just wasn’t 
anywhere in my framework of thinking. In fact, if anyone would have forecasted that back when 
I was still a hairdresser and going to first Sandburg and then Knox, I, literally would have 
thought they were crazy.  And yet, a college education completely changed my path in life and I 
have to say it was a gift to me and one that I’m not sure I can still fully express with words, how 
it has changed my life.  The neat thing about my job at the College is that I get to witness that 
same thing with many students who come through our doors.  I get to see the transformation 
happen.  It is incredibly inspiring to me still and I one that I cherish the most. 

A college education to me is the one gift you can give that is unmatched in the power it has.  And 
when I say “power” I mean real power.  It has the power to transform people in ways that are 
hugely significant as well as in quiet compelling ways.  I’ve seen single moms who lacked self-
esteem and who had lost their jobs at Maytag slowly realize they were incredibly smart and 
capable.  I’ve seen smart kids-young people- get even more confidence and to think to dream 
bigger dreams, and I’ve seen students who have never liked school and who never did well, 
come into their own.  Education is a funny thing, there is nothing I’ve found yet that has the 
power to alter your perspective on yourself, your world, and your place in it. 

Some of my fondest adult memories are from going to back to college, the courses I took, the 
books I read, and the relationships I made with people who could not have been more different 
than me or the life I had growing up. I remember one professor from Knox saying that he grew 
up with his professor parents who had Mao’s Tse Tung little red book on their coffee table.  I can 
tell you, there is not a family life that could have been more different than mine.  My family 
would not have known who Mao was nor would they have cared to have his book on their coffee 
table.  And yet, that was so completely intriguing to me to be able to have a conversation with 
someone so different.  Many people will say to me, well I don’t know what I want to do so I’m 
waiting to decide before I go back college.  And I say back to them, "if you wait to know what 



you want, you’ll never go."  Because it is the process of college that enables you to even have the 
ability to think about your possibilities.  Without it, you’re limited in what you can even dream. 
When I say that I had no idea when I started going back to college at Sandburg that I would be a 
college president, it’s because I couldn’t even dream a dream that big for myself at that time. 
Even now as I look back, I’m still flabbergasted from time to time at how my life has changed.   

 I have many funny stories about going back to college as an adult, particularly my time at Knox.  
And for all of you who do not know, I’m one of the staunchest supporters of Knox that there is, 
but when I went there in the early 1990s, there was just a handful of nontraditional students and I 
was the only one who worked full-time and had a business.  So, at that time and it is very 
different now, but I had to be the one to fit myself and my situation into their very much 
traditional student system.  It was rewarding, challenging, exhilarating, intimidating-I mean you 
name an emotion and I experienced it.  But it was that way because for my time there, I was 
never in my comfort zone.  I discussed, learned and did things that were so far out of my comfort 
zone that there were days I wasn’t sure if I knew where my comfort zone had been.  But that is 
what pushes you to realize and expand your thoughts and dreams.  

I do have one funny story that I think will share which will demonstrate the lengths I was willing 
to go to finish my education on time at Knox. Knox is on the credit hour system and so students 
typically take 3 credits or classes each trimester.  My first trimester I realized that I really didn’t 
need the calculus class I had signed up for because my calc class from Sandburg would transfer 
so I was short a class that term.  So, sometime in my next year and half I had to make up that 1 
credit.  So, in looking at the schedule there were dance classes offered each term and they were 
each worth ½ a credit.  So, I thought, well I can do that.  I’ve always liked dance.  Never been 
formally trained, but how hard can it be?  It was offered at night so it worked with my work 
schedule, so voila, I signed up.  The first night I show up in my traditional work out 
attire….sweat pants and shirt, tennis shoes and anklet white socks only to find women with 
dance tights and skirts on.  Ballet and/or dance shoes on (which I didn’t own).  Well as I 
reluctantly sat down as they are all stretching out their tiny little dance bodies, I felt like an 
intruder at a private party.  Then if I didn’t feel badly enough…they start talking about all of the 
dance coaches they danced under.  One young woman even had danced under the choreographer 
who had directed Michael Jackson in the video “Bad.”  Yes, I had the likes of Mike Jackson 
dancers in my class.  Well by this time, my mouth was dry, and my heart was beating hard and 
I’m still trying to console myself mentally, well how hard can it be?  Well about that time the 
dance instructor arrives in this gorgeous leotard outfit and claps her hands and let’s get started.  
She wanted to start with seeing “where we were” in our formal dance training so she 
demonstrated as she said, “a simple, step, step, leap, step, step, leap” across the gym floor.  I was 
aghast.  So, I had a choice.  It was a moment of reckoning for me. Either step up and do my step 
step leap, or slink out of there….Well I can tell you I stayed. I did buy some dance shoes and I 
bought some leotards. That was the first of three dance classes I took at Knox.  I took, jazz, 
modern, and ballet.  I took my last class the last term of my senior year and the ladies from dance 



class called me on senior night (I was in bed) and invited me to come out to Cherry Street to join 
them for drinks. I was after all, one of the group, and they wanted me to come down. I was so 
moved and touched that they thought of me.  It was one of those tiny moments that so clearly 
demonstrated to me that my staying and sticking with it, earned me friendships with those 
fabulous young women who I would never had had the opportunity to know if I had quit that first 
night.  Was it easy?  No. Was there a recital.  Yes.  Did I let any of my family know when it 
was?  No.   

So, I think that story kind of says it all.  Learning and just plowing ahead in when you think you 
can’t builds such confidence and it changes you forever. 

I would like to conclude with a story that  I think will really bring into focus the enormous power 
a college education can have and that the PEO makes possible through its scholarship and loan 
program.  

“I was the recipient of a PEO loan when I finally quit my job in advertising and decided to 
complete my degree. I can tell you I cried and cried the day I received my approval from PEO 
because without their assistance, I could not have gone to school. I spent years as a single mom 
barely scraping by from paycheck to paycheck, living with what I call “poverty mentality.” I 
remember coming home from classes one day shortly after I moved to Macomb and finding a 
box sent from the chapter that sponsored my loan request.  The box was full of practical, 
everyday items like paper towels, foil, soap, etc. Another occasion for tears!  

 Oh yes, a college education does, as you write, Lori, have “power beyond anything else.”  The 
bonus of a college education (for me anyway) was that I learned about me, and I learned to 
accept and respect myself—something that was hard for me to do when I existed in that poverty 
mentality.  In a literary theory class one day, we were discussing Mikhail Bakhtin and the notion 
that knowledge was something each one of us made—not something someone outside or “up 
there” could pour into us. On that day there was a shift in my awareness of the world and of my 
place in it. Of course that shift in awareness was only one small step in letting go of the horribly 
destructive mindset of poverty, but it was a college education that bestowed upon me the 
opportunity and the tools I needed to finally grow into (and I hope I always continue to grow) 
who I am today. And I am so grateful for who I am today. I still wake up every morning so glad I 
am here.  Higher education is truly a gift that enriches beyond measure.”  

That was written by Carol Petersen our Associate Dean of Humanities and Fine Arts. 

I have to tell you that this is the reason why I’m in higher education today.  It is simply where I 
belong. I had someone ask me how I knew I should change careers and I said, higher education is 
just felt like home to me.  And that is not to say that I didn’t like the career I had before, because 
I did.  I think that I was pretty good at what I did and I enjoyed helping people look their best. 
That job allowed me to focus my efforts on the outside of the person and helping them look their 
best, now I like to think that my efforts are on helping people be their best from the inside out. 



Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today.  I’m happy to answer any questions you 
have. 


