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Analytical Paper on David McCullough’s Commencement Speech at Wellesley High 
McCullough’s speech to Wellesley High School graduates caught the attention of many people as it was popularly dubbed you are not special on social media. The speech, which was intended to inspire and encourage students to embrace selflessness, ended up being celebrated widely across the United States as one of the greatest speeches. This commencement speech also included other aspects of address that do not entail commencement. A commencement address is very different from a generic address because it is supposed to provide inspiration and congratulate graduates. However, McCullough’s speech was different. Despite seemingly negative, the speech delivered its intended message. McCullough’s commencement speech uses different elements of generic address, congratulatory speech, and opinion address to motivate, inspire, and encourage by sharing statistics and his life experience about life outside the school environment with the graduating students at Wellesley High School.
McCullough’s commencement speech is a generic address because it evokes high levels of anxiety, hostility, and depression, which inspires and encourage the graduating students to take life more seriously. Based on Effect Check, McCullough’s speech shows that the speech was relatively effective in evoking anxiety through the use of certain phrases such as “no, no, and but”. For example, he said that “no identity-change pronouncement….no stately” to evoke specific emotions out of the students. These words evoked different emotional appeals such as anxiety and hostility. Speech analysis, as Ferruxoyna & Bahodiroyna (2020) explain, focuses on the systematic analysis of a sentence. Based on the above sentence, McCullough’s speech evoked high levels of anxiety, hostility, and depression.
Furthermore, McCullough’s speech is also a congratulatory address as it highlights the achievements of students on one level of education and provides them with the motivation to take on the next step in life. The speech was meant to congratulate the students who were graduating. The speech was intended to impart positive encouragement to the audience. The speaker uses certain phrases that show that congratulatory aspect. For instance, McCullough says “so, here we are…commencement” in which he seeks to bring to the attention of the students that they are ending one level of their journey, but commencing another one (Time Staff, 2015, p. 1). He also says “commencement is life’s great ceremonial beginning” (p. 5). In this sentence, the speaker intended to inspire the students for the life ahead of them informing them that they are beginning a new journey that they must prepare for. He also informs them of the potential danger on the way as he says “no being given away” (p. 2). As Parrish (2014) explains, the immediate reaction to the address was positive, which was attributed to the fact that it evoked high levels of happiness and anxiety as well as low levels of depression.
Also, McCullough’s address was his personal opinion on the experiences he has encountered in and he shared them with the high school graduates to motivate and inspire them about the real-life experiences outside the school-life. The speaker integrated his personal life experiences and stories to help bring into context what he wanted to pass to the students. As the author writes, “if everyone is special, then no one is” (Time Staff, 2015, p. 12). He also emphasizes to the students that they don’t need to “wait for inspiration” (p. 16). He asserted that each student had a life and a story to make, and no one would better form the story other than themselves. The speech has been interpreted differently, but what many have agreed is that McCullough used some negative words to achieve a positive outcome. Most of his words and phrases seemed negative and discouraging, but as Parrish (2014) explains, they managed to evoke some of the best emotions in the audience. The address achieved the intended goal of delivering a motivational and inspirational speech.
Even though McCullough’s address has high levels of anxiety and confidence, it delivered a message atypical of commencement. McCullough’s choice of words, especially those that appeared negative may sound like he was lamenting the students, but he was not bashing the students, their parents, or the society at large (Parrish, 2014). Instead, he was trying to inspire the students while being aware of the worrying trends of failures of the young generation today. “You are not special” does not seem to be appealing or positive at all, but it evokes a high level of anxiety and motivates the students to look for a good life ahead of them. He also says “life’s great forward-looking ceremony” in which he equally inspires them to look for a better life despite the challenges (p. 2). Some part of his personal experience is when he cites statistics on the trend on marriages of the current generation. He says “statistics tell us half of you will get divorced” (p. 2). As negative as it may seem or appear, this phrase was intended to inform and make the students aware of the fact in society. They need to prepare and work hard in all aspects of life to maintain a balanced life, which informs the reason he says the diplomas they earn at graduation will be the foundation of that life.
In conclusion, the lexical impact of McCullough’s address shows the use of various phrases that evoke different emotions across generic, congratulatory, and addressing his personal opinion. The speech has received attention because, despite its perceived negative components and content, it delivered the message atypical commencement address, which aimed to inspire, motivate, and encourage students to pursue a successful and better life. From the speech, several lessons emerged including the fact that speeches span across different categories of communication. In this speech, McCullough’s address could be classified into three main categories; congratulatory, generic, and persona opinion. It is important to determine the emotional impacts of the address to understand the underlying prime effects. And lastly, it is also important to understand these categories because it will provide insights into why sometimes, words that seem negative can be well received by the audience.
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