
Graduates, faculty, and honored guests, my name is David Kurlinkus, and on 

behalf of the Board of Education of Hononegah Community High School District #207, I 

bring greetings and congratulations to the Class of 2020.  It my honor to address you on 

behalf of your community, your family and friends.  That’s the beginning of the 

graduation speech that I have given every year since 1998.  I would normally be on a 

stage looking out at you, the graduating class, and your parents, relatives and friends, 

ready to hand you your diplomas, shake your hands and congratulate you as you 

complete your journey as a Hononegah student.   

But this is anything but a normal year.  I am in an empty auditorium at the school, 

recording this to be broadcast to you.  The world as we know it has fundamentally 

changed, and the timing of that change has deprived you of this ceremony, the 

accompanying celebrations and a significant portion of your senior year.  No one could 

have predicted this last August when you began your last year at Hononegah.  Much of 

your hard work, your plans, your expectations for everything that was to happen this 

year, were swept away by a microscopic virus that changed everything.  COVID-19, 

pandemic, social distancing, terms that had no meaning a few months ago dominate our 

lives, but we still meet here to celebrate your high school years, and the beginning of the 

next chapters of your lives.  And yes, the celebrations will be different, but important and 

worthwhile, nonetheless. 

As we embark on this new chapter of human history together, I want you to 

remember some of the things that have changed.  Remember the fear and uncertainty, the 

elimination of physical contact, the dangers of sickness and death to our families.  

Remember the new normal, that of no handshakes, staying 6 feet away, masks, an 



economic collapse to save lives.  Remember the rise of e-learning, Zoom, and homemade 

haircuts.  I want you to remember these things that changed in an instant because you will 

be at the forefront of seeing what the future will look like.  Fifty years from now, when 

you return for your class reunion, remember this year and all of the challenges you faced, 

and marvel at the world you helped create after that. 

You also need to remember, for that same 50th class reunion, everything that made 

your Hononegah journey so special.  Through the challenges of this spring you 

reconfirmed the importance of family and the value of good friends.  You saw the vital 

role that social interaction plays not only in school, but in our lives.  You learned that the 

crucial role played by teachers and other staff members cannot be replaced by a 

commuter monitor and distance learning. These were things that you were fortunate to 

have for all but the last couple of months at Hononegah, and they will be treasured 

memories moving forward. 

This had to be a disappointing spring for you.  Classes interrupted. No spring 

sports, no activities.  No prom.  No graduation.  You didn’t deserve it, but don’t let what 

was taken away define you.  It would be easy to forget everything good, everything you 

accomplished while you were here.  You made Hononegah what it was.  You are 

extraordinary young people. Very few groups who encountered the hardships you did 

would donate $30,000 raised for a prom that couldn’t take place to their high school. Life 

as we have known it may not return, and maybe the future is uncertain, but the character 

you have shown gives us hope for that future, whatever it may be.  

Wherever you are today, I want you to reflect for a moment on all those who 

brought you here.  Each of you is a group project. Think for a moment for about your 



family and friends who have provided you the help and support throughout your life till 

now.  You are supported by parents, friends, relatives and teachers who have provided 

you with the encouragement, support and knowledge to get here. These people, even if 

they might not be next to you, honor you, and join you in the celebration of your success. 

You may have lost someone who held your hand while you were growing up, who smiled 

as you took your first steps. We all assume that tomorrow we, and all those we care about 

and who care about us, will still be here.  This crisis shows that nothing is guaranteed.  

Someday, when the restrictions are gone and some semblance of normalcy returns to our 

lives, give those people a hug again.  Don’t take anyone or any thing for granted. More 

than ever, we have learned not to assume what tomorrow will bring because tomorrow 

might change in a heartbeat. 

You’re likely to have to use different interactions with your fellow travelers along 

your journey through life, but continue being kind to those you meet.  Showing kindness 

to others is something you will never regret. It is increasingly easy to be critical of others 

without accountability for words that can sting and hurt.  Reputations that take years to 

build can be destroyed in seconds by a few harsh words sent into cyberspace. Who knows 

where technology will go in the future, but think about all the information that can be 

conveyed already in 140 words. Learn to separate issues from people.  Just because 

someone disagrees with you doesn’t mean he or she is a bad person—it just means he or 

she doesn’t agree with you.  Be compassionate to others—sometimes all of us need 

someone to pat us on the back, even a virtual one, and say that everything is going to be 

all right.  Set your goal to be that person for someone.  And always seek the truth, no 



matter how hard it seems to find.  Without the truth to guide you, life becomes a shallow 

illusion.  Seek to spread light, not heat. 

We have watched with pride as you have grown into the young men and women 

you are today. You will continue to be challenged in an ever-more-competitive world. 

We hope that what you have learned at Hononegah, both in and outside of the classroom, 

will help you wherever you go, whether to college, work or the military, you can and you 

will succeed.  You have the ability to compete with anyone in anything because of whom 

you are and what you have gone through to get here today. 

I think that I speak for all of your parents and loved ones when I say that we 

would do anything to protect you from those times in your lives when you will suffer 

pain and disappointment, but we can’t.  Staying home and isolating ourselves is not the 

expected human condition. How you react to disappointments like those of this spring 

will determine the type of person you will be known as.  In the face of adversity, always 

be able to look in the mirror and say, “ I did the best I could,” and be able to mean it.  

Only you will know if those words are true, because only you can truly define your best. 

The primary goal of Hononegah Community High School has always been to educate 

you, our young citizens.  I hope that you will remember Hononegah is what it is today 

because your community made a commitment to do everything in its power to do things 

the right way.  Make that same commitment wherever you go. 

If you’ve been to Hononegah graduations, you’ve heard this last part before. I 

have been fortunate to have my four sons graduate from Hononegah and then from the 

University of Illinois. I am an Illini, and I love that school much like I love Hononegah. 

Once we can travel again, if you’ve never been to Champaign-Urbana, try to stop there 



sometime—it is a truly beautiful campus about three hours south of here.  On a busy 

street corner in the middle of the campus is a large sculpture called the Alma Mater.  It 

was created by Lorado Taft, the same man who sculpted the statue of Chief Blackhawk 

that looks out over the Rock River in Oregon, Illinois.  The Alma Mater is a large figure 

standing with her arms outstretched in a gesture of welcome.  The inscription on the 

sculpture says, “To thy happy children of the future, those of the past send greetings.”  

We, the children of the past, welcome you to your future.  Thank you for letting us share 

these brief years, including this very difficult one, with you.  We are proud of you.  You 

are our children, our hopes and our dreams, and you will accomplish that which we have 

been unable to, and for all of that, we love you.  You probably don’t hear that often 

enough, but we do.  With that, I conclude this address to you at this extraordinary 

graduation. You were faced with unimaginable circumstances, and you overcame them 

all. Only an exceptional group of people could have done so, and you are exceptional. No 

one will ever forget the Class of 2020.  Good luck and best wishes to you all. 

 


