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Partners Learning Together – Creating Successful Tomorrows 

Purpose and Intention Leads to Deep Understanding 

Good evening, 
   
For those of you who don’t know me my name is Nolen Ritchie and I stand before you all tonight as the 
class of 2021 valedictorian.   
 
I would like to start by thanking everyone that has gotten our class to this point. The parents, the family, 
the teachers, the custodians, Tim Hortons coffee for keeping me awake in Mr  Langman’s grade 11 
math, and of course my fellow classmates.  Without all of you we would not be where we are today, so 
from the class of ‘21 we thank you.   
 
When I was told that I had won Valedictorian, I’ll be honest I had no idea how I did, my time here at 
CDDHS was shared with some extremely intelligent, kind, athletic, and overall well-rounded peers. So 
when I found out via email that I had won, I was shocked. Then as I read on it said “your speech should 
represent your graduating class.”  Now, how was I supposed to do this? There are far too many unique 
people at CDDHS for me to make one speech for all. Now, as I thought about all of the different people I 
have gotten the privilege of sharing my high school experience with, the memories started coming back. 
I remember how I used to write speeches for Mr. Hentsch’s  English class the night before I presented so 
that they were fresh in my mind and doing that got me here today. So if that got me here, I thought 
“why should I stop now.”  So late last night, in my tiny little dorm room, this speech was started.  And 
after way too much caffeine it had been completed.  
 
Now, as I was sitting there writing on a caffeine high, scouring the internet for ideas, I kept finding the 
same message worded differently over and over again. It went something like this. “This 
commencement is our goodbye as we send you into the real world” and the more I thought about it the 
more I realized that isn’t totally true. Yes we are being sent into the world from our high school for some 
of us, others are going to post secondary to continue their studies, but in reality this isn’t goodbye. I 
remember when our class came into grade 9 and my parents started telling me that so and so was this 
person's kid and so and so was that person's kid. As I thought about this I realized that this isn’t goodbye 
for everyone, many of us will be gone for a few years but then we’ll be back. Just instead of seeing 
people at School Day’s on chicken burger Friday, it might be officers Dustin Bell, Cassidy Agar, and 
Kirsten Hoffman pulling you over. Or nurse Makenna Hare helping you at the hospital, or you could be 
driving, passing by a tractor only to see that Mr Warren Swirdirsky is the one holding up traffic. See class 
of ’21, this really isn’t goodbye, the friends and experiences we had here at CDDHS are not magically 
gone because high school is over, these are the people that are the future of the community years down 
the road. These are the experiences that we learned from and taught us lessons to take with us.  
 
Now as much as our time here at CD was fun, we did also actually learn a thing or two. Yes I know that is 
the actual point of high school but along with book smarts we learned some valuable lessons outside of 
the textbooks. Like the importance of meeting deadlines, being on time, having self discipline, and not 
to show up for Mr. Barlow’s Hockey course with Tim’s unless I have a medium 2-milk coffee. See, high 
school was about more than what we learned or what university we are attending, it was about the 
experiences we had along the way. As you think about these experiences that are now memories I want 
you to reflect on what you are actually thinking about. Is it that time you got 5% less than you wanted 



on a test?  The time you were totally stressed out because you forgot to do your homework?  Or the 
time where you were laughing, smiling, and having fun with your friends?  For me, when I was thinking 
about this while writing the speech, it was the latter.  And contrary to popular belief, I do care very 
much about my grades, I wanted to get into my university of choice and make the honour roll (of which I 
accomplished both not a big deal) but these grades and goals are not what I thought about. I thought 
about all the different people I shared these experiences with, and how hard they made me laugh and 
how fun it was at the time, especially that time Mr. Brown let the rugby team shave his beard and he 
looked just like Julian from trailer park boys. As I look back on these experiences all I wish is that I had 
more of them, that I laughed more, that I got to know more people, I didn’t care about the few extra 
percent that I could have gotten. I think that is one of the biggest lessons that I learned all of high 
school, as cliche as it sounds, enjoy the moment and don’t stress over every little thing because at the 
end of the day it’s not worth it.   
 
For this lesson I have to thank my fellow students, because without you I would not have the fond 
memories that I do of my high school experiences. This brings me to another lesson I learned, that life is 
better with people in it. After all the memories were done coming to me, I thought about all the people 
that were in them. None of these experiences would be memorable without you, class of 2021. This 
school would not have been all it was without my fellow classmates. CDDHS is just a building sitting on 
the land that is 150 Fourth Ave in Shelburne, Ontario.  It is the people inside this building that make the 
school what it is. So to everyone who played a role in the school during my time here, the teachers, our 
lovely cafeteria staff that kept me from going hungry, the custodians, everyone in the front office, and of 
course my fellow classmates, thank you for making high school everything it was for me and I hope that 
everyone else’s experience here was as great as mine was.   
Although I have basically talked about just having a good time all of my high school career, there was 
some bad, believe it or not. As I’m sure most of you experienced, there were some rough tests, some 
sleepless nights, some stressful situations, and all of this showed one thing, CD, that we can battle 
adversity like champions. See this wouldn’t be a graduation speech this year if I didn’t mention the 
words Covid-19. If you had told me in grade 9 that I was going to go through almost  
half of high school during a global pandemic I would have looked at you and said “what’s a global 
pandemic?” And if you said that I would be doing school online I would have said “how can someone 
learn online?”. Now somehow genius grade 9 Nolen has been proven wrong because we managed to 
learn online. We switched back and forth from online to in person seamlessly. We managed to run a 
school wide Terry Fox run, on top of this, we know that being stuck at home was hard on everyone’s 
mental health and we can all say that it definitely was not an ideal situation but we got through it. I can 
easily say that this graduating class, as a whole, has had to push through more adversity than any other 
graduating class I’ve ever heard of. This is an incredibly tough and resilient group of students and there’s 
no other class I’d rather be a part of than that of 2021.   
 
Often with a fall Commencement, us as students are already moved on to the next thing whether that’s 
post secondary or work, we have moved on to the next thing. That being said, tonight is to celebrate 
each and every one of you, and the accomplishment that is graduating high school. So please leave here 
today and be happy with what you have accomplished, because each and every one of you deserves it.   
Thank you class of 2021.  
 


