Honor Code Ceremony Address  • Dr. Kelly Morris Roberts, fall 2009 

Thank you all for an opportunity to talk to new students at one of our most cherished of Meredith traditions. It really does seem as if it were only yesterday that I took my final stroll across this grass as a graduate of Meredith’s centennial class, and like most folks I have great memories.  Memories of an enormous balloon rainbow as I drove into campus the first day, of reciting those Chaucer lines, and of seeing my professors act up in Alice in Wonderland—all of these will remain and sustain for a long time.  No less sustaining, however, are the lessons I learned at Meredith on the reason we gather tonight, lessons on honor and integrity.  Let’s talk about that hard pursuit, integrity.  Eudora Welty says that “Integrity can be neither lost nor concealed nor faked nor quenched nor artificially come by nor outlived, nor, I believe, in the long run, denied.”  Wow—that’s a tall order,  but since  integrity is indeed the lifeblood of what it means to be a truly educated person, I’d like to share just two essentially Meredith pointers  to help in your search for the type of integrity that Welty describes.
My first suggestion is to hitch yourself to a star.  By that, I mean to find early one of the myriad faculty and staff members who exemplify the Meredith ideal.   I have too many Meredith mentors to tell you about in this regard, some of whom may be sitting right here.   I’ll tell you about just one, a distinguished professor of mathematics and education.  Now, we know from its Latin root that integrity deals with utter soundness, with “having no part or element taken away” (OED). This fine lady, with her unforgettable grin and ever twinkling eyes, was sound in every element of her being.  She exhibited intellectual integrity first with the depth of her scholarship and secondly with her praxis. She was the Aristotelian model of person as citizen, one who sought connection—with and through disciplines, ideas, but mostly with people, especially her students.  Through her ethic of care, she was a person of profound integrity, a scholar undivided in her purpose, and she changed me and changed Meredith with grace and courage.  Can you find such a catalyst for change today at Meredith? Absolutely, and you should start early to hitch yourself to a star.  One won’t be hard to find around here.
My other piece of advice is that, when it comes to integrity, forget the posters and DO sweat the small stuff.  It’s the principle of course that in order to be successful in the big tests to our integrity, we must first be successful in the small, daily, sometimes split-second decisions that comprise our lives and thus shape our selves.  Over the last few months, that fact has come home most poignantly in the people of integrity we’ve lost as a nation, people like Eunice Kennedy Shriver, John Hope Franklin, and Walter Cronkite—a journalist known as “the most trusted man in America.”  Cronkite’s life illustrates my point well I think.  How did he become that most trusted man?  Many say it stems back to his early career as a wire reporter, where he consciously disciplined himself to decipher the essence of an event and then to deliver it “the way it is” to borrow his famous line.  When he reached the national network with CBS News, those habits of mind were cemented.   Did Cronkite know what being faithful in his humble beginnings would mean decades down the road?  Of course he didn’t—and, this is where you lean in and listen intently—none of us do.  So then -- what is the big deal when it comes to citing a source we’ve paraphrased?  And isn’t college a time for exploration even if we bend the rules a little?  And what is the difference--really, the impact in the end-- of one, just one, tiny word of encouragement versus one, just one, little bit of gossip?   Do we REALLY have to respect the absent in a conversation, or will one little chip in a reputation amount to anything?  Oh, and how about 21st century anonymity—posting something that can never be traced back to us really doesn’t mean much outside of cyberspace, right?  Isn’t personal information available precisely so we CAN find things out without anyone ever knowing? The answer to all these seemingly small questions lies not in what will or will not happen in the next four years under the honor code you are signing tonight.  The answer lies in the next four decades, as minute-by-minute decisions mold your character and either build or destroy your chance for the type of integrity Welty defines as undeniable.  As both a professor and a proud alumna, I want you to leave this hallowed place with all the best that is Meredith, just as I did.  I want you to have so many stars of intellectual integrity that you have a hard time counting them.  I want you to glean absolutely all of the expertise of this fine faculty and staff and to think like a disciplinarian and a citizen, as someone who, in the largest incoming class in college history, sees and starts with herself as a catalyst for change.  And I want you to know the difference between the truly insignificant small stuff and the life-changing moments that transform your character.  It all starts with this ceremony, and it all resides within YOU. 
