
 

 

Boo!!!  Did I scare you? 

 I want to share with you some thoughts about being scared. 

 Graduates, when processing from this tent in a very few minutes, you will be leaving 

Green Vale and by most interpretations, leaving your childhood.  Imagine that?  Where 

did the time go?  Has the speed of time changed?  Moving out into the increasing 

complexity of our ever-changing world might seem scary to some. What is known and 

familiar is blurring.  You might be thinking that what is scary is the prospect of making 

new friends, making good grades, making a team, or making good decisions next year.  For 

many people, change itself is scary.  Just consider the following macro issues: 

1. Today, this day on earth, we will lose 40 to 100 animal or plant species, and no 

one will know if the number is 40 or 100.  There are subtle and not so subtle 

environmental changes taking place before our very eyes. 

2. The number of human beings is expanding.  In the last 50 years the U.S. 

population has doubled.  By 2050, there will be a projected 439,000,000 

Americans, a 44% increase.  Where will this increased population live and how 

will it change what we do? 

3. By 2050 the projected percentage of those of Hispanic and Latino origin in the 

U.S. is 25%.  The African-American population will be 15% and the Asian 

population almost 10%.  The Caucasian population will be under 50%. What 

are the social and political implications of this change? 

4. For a more immediate sense of change, last May the Dow Jones Industrial 

average stood at 12,625.  This May, it was at 8,292. Scary?  Need I say more. 

5. Equally as incomprehensible and to many adults as scary, is the amount of 

texting teenagers are doing.  In the 4th quarter of 2008, American teenagers sent 

or received on average 2,272 text messages a month.  That’s about 80 messages a 

day, and more than double the average only a year earlier. 

Constant texting can promote connections, communication, and 

companionship.  It also can produce anxiety, reduced reflection and concentration, 

and increased dependence, not independence.  Can we even imagine what 



technological gadgets we will be carrying in our pockets or in our bodies in ten 

years? 

 

So how do we deal with “The Boo,” that unknown which has the potential to 

shift the foundations of the world as we know it.  What is in our control? 

 Most everyone here today has read Harper Lee’s novel, To Kill a 

Mockingbird, a classic about the power of parental love and teaching, the 

complexities of prejudice, the simple joys and importance of childhood friendship, 

and the developmental process of growing up. 

 You remember Boo Radley?  Jem’s description ran as such: 

    “Boo was about six-and-a-half feet tall, judging from his tracks; he 

dined on raw squirrels and any cats he could catch, that’s why his 

hands were bloodstained – if you ate an animal raw, you could never 

wash the blood off.  There was a long jagged scar that ran across his 

face; what teeth he had were yellow and rotten; his eyes were 

popped, and he drooled most of the time.” 

 And of course much of the novel centers around the children trying to make 

Boo come out of his house by dangling notes on a large pole in front of his window 

and getting the courage to run onto his porch and touch the front door. All sorts of 

attempts at communication took place.  Ultimately, in the climactic scene, as Jem 

lies on his bed with a broken arm, received while defending his sister, Scout, against 

an unknown attacker, and Scout is trying to explain to the sheriff what happened, 

she points to a man in the shadows of the room. 

 The passage reads: 

 “When I pointed to him his palms slipped slightly, leaving greasy sweat 

streaks on the wall, and he hooked his thumbs in his belt.  A strange spasm shook 

him, as if he heard fingernails scrape slate, but as I gazed at him in wonder, the 

tension slowly drained from his face.  His lips parted into a timid smile, and our 

neighbor’s image blurred with my sudden tears.  “HEY, BOO,” I said.” 

 Soon, after sitting on the porch awhile, Scout walks Boo Radley home, arm in 

arm, never to see him again.  Boo Radley, “The Boo” if you will, is the fear made 



real, embraced, diminished, and ultimately extinguished.  Later that night she says 

to her Dad who’s tucking Jem in, “Nothing’s really scary except in books.” 

 How were Scout and Jem able to deal with their fears? To deal with Boo 

Radley? To understand “The Boo?”  It came from the lessons of parents, teachers, 

and friends, lessons which fueled their courage and ultimately their understanding. 

 Atticus, parent of Scout and Jem, modeled courage and ethical behavior and 

physically was there for and with his children.  At one point, Scout buries her head 

in her Dad’s vest.  “She listened to the small internal noises that went on behind the 

light blue cloth; his watch ticking, the faint crackle of his starched shirt, the soft 

sound of his breathing.” Another time Scout observes her father and brother 

walking together and she says that “Atticus reached out and massaged Jem’s hair, 

his one gesture of affection.” 

 Love and understanding between a parent and a child have their own 

encyclopedia of intimate gestures - the snuggle, the long walk, a nickname, 

ritualized time together.   As the African proverb states, “The spirit of the parent 

will always be in the heart of the child.”  There is a shared language. When Scout 

casually utters the powerfully derogatory statement about a classmate, “He’s just a 

Cunningham,” Calpurnia, another adult in their lives, teaches her about respect, 

about the foundation for learning which is an openness to other points of view.  

After the first teacher, one’s parents, key adults step in to help educate. 

 When Dill, the summer friend, comes into town, adventures follow. His 

imagination extends the prior boundaries of play and exploration.  Dill’s difficult 

family situation also provides a new perspective.  Isn’t this what best friends 

provide – companionship, confidence, another point of view, honesty, and self-

exploration?  We hope to carry our best friends  next to us and within us for life.   

To reiterate parents, teachers and friends push us forward to confront our fears.              

 Graduates, as your parents, grandparents, and teachers know, there will 

always be energy and anxiety around “The Boo.”  It might take the form of a new 

roommate, a challenging course, an athletic team tryout, a classmate tempting you 

to try something you don’t want to, witnessing social cruelty, or expanding an 

interest.  How you decide to confront “The Boo,” that is where the meaning and the 



depth of your understanding will lie.  That’s when growth takes place.  Will you 

demonize “The Boo”? Dismiss it?  Run away from it?  Because of your parents, 

teachers, and friends, I believe you will openly point to it, then put your hand out to 

embrace the opportunity.  Things might remain scary in a book but they don’t have 

to in real life. 

 In closing, when you leave this ceremony you will walk by your parents and 

families.  You will walk by your Green Vale teachers.  You will walk by and with 

your friends.  You will be carrying a Green Vale diploma which reminds you to “Be 

your best.” With all our love and support, you are ready to embrace the unfamiliar, 

the scary, the excitement of possibility, and ultimately, the quest for understanding.   

 I am so proud of you.  Congratulations. And remember to say, when the time 

comes, “Hey, Boo.” 

 Thank you.  

 

 

 

 

 

Stephen H. Watters 

Headmaster 

The Green Vale School 

Old Brookville, NY 

 

 

June 10, 2009 


