
USCHS 2021 Commencement Speeches 
 

Superintendent’s Remarks 
Dr. John Rozzo, Superintendent of Schools 
 

Class of 2021, it is my pleasure to congratulate you this evening on the completion of 13 years of education, 

culminating in the most unusual junior and senior years in modern history. 

I would like to begin by extending my gratitude to our high school administration and to the faculty and support 

staff for their commitment to our students. I would also like to thank and recognize our many other teachers and 

administrators—from elementary through middle school—who have played important roles along the way in the 

care and education of these fine soon-to-be graduates. Thank you to our elected local and state officials, several of 

whom are with us this evening. They have played a role in supporting our community and our school system, 

particularly the last year and half. 

Thank you to Brooke Tarcson and Danny Holzer who lead our activities department and played a large role in 

planning this evening’s event. Thank you to Tina Votjko for her exceptional work in leading our communication to 

our students’ families. Thank you to our school police and security officers, our custodial and maintenance team, 

and technology staff members who helped make tonight’s commencement a reality. Thank you to our school board 

for their leadership and ongoing pledge to deliver excellence in all that we do in the Upper St. Clair School District. 

The last 18 months have required tremendous leadership and courageous decision-making. Our school board has 

delivered, time and time again. 

Lastly, and most importantly, parents and family members, thank you for trusting us with the responsibility of 

educating your children, many of whom we welcomed as Kindergarteners nearly 13 years ago. Through the years, 

you have partnered with us in support of our schools and educational programs. We especially appreciate your 

support, flexibility, and understanding during these challenging times. We will be forever grateful. 

To the Class of 2021, congratulations. You’ve made it to the finish line! 

For most speeches, I usually share a personal story or anecdote that connects to a particular theme or lesson that’s 

relevant to the occasion. In the weeks leading up to graduation, I struggled to find that perfect fit. You see, the 

pandemic has been so pervasive that it has clouded our view. My worry is that it may have clouded yours, as well. 

My hope is that when you look back on your high school years and your time in the Upper St. Clair School District, 

you remember the good. I also hope you see what the rest of us have seen from the Class of 2021. Like many, when 

I reflect on the past year and a half, it is very easy to think about the negative and challenging times and events. 

Your junior and senior years introduced all of us to a host of new terms that became part of our everyday 

vernacular—“masking,” “quarantining,” “contact tracing,” “social distancing,” and “mitigation strategies”—and 

synonymous with your senior year. 

Conversely, we also have many memories that showed us the creativity, resilience, and resourcefulness of our 

students, staff, and community. My message tonight is simple: Remember the good. 

Your senior year included many important traditions with clever modifications and a few new additions. Last fall, 

you introduced the school’s first Homecoming Parade. Although a dance was not possible, you organized a walk-

through event. And when COVID caused the volleyball tournament to be canceled, you responded by creating a 

cornhole tournament in the school’s theater lobby. This spring, right here on this field, you celebrated Senior 

Picnic—complete with games and food trucks. Another first for USC. 

Mitigation efforts prohibited on-field music performances at football games. Our marching band was not deterred. 

Instead, they filled the visitors’ bleachers and continued to entertain the spectators. 

Live stage performances transformed into opportunities to produce “A Christmas Carol: A Live Radio Play,” and 

“Smokey Joe’s Café,” which could be streamed online. Friends and family from all over the world could, for the 

very first time, watch our students perform. 

Most importantly, you created opportunities to make lasting memories with friends and classmates. The ability to 

reimagine these important high school experiences demonstrates your resilience and determination. 

That same determination was witnessed throughout our athletic programs. Our boys’ swim team won its first 

WPIAL championship title in ten years, which was held in our brand new pool. Our boys’ basketball team, led by 

five seniors, captured the school’s first WPIAL championship since 2005 and, with only six players and a volunteer 

coach, defeated Erie High School in the first round of the state playoffs. What has been hailed as the “St. Clair Six” 

is undoubtedly one of the most remarkable stories of the school year and embodies the determination demonstrated 

time and again by the Class of 2021. 



Through unprecedented times, the Class of 2021 was the epitome of accomplishment, complete with 11 National 

Merit Finalists, five National Speech and Debate Academic All Americans, a Presidential Scholars semifinalist, a 

President’s Volunteer Service Award recipient, and dozens of AP Scholars. Collectively, you have helped to achieve 

numerous school and District-wide honors, including being named a Best Community for Music Education and a 

2021 Best High School. 

For most, your time at Upper St. Clair includes far more than the last 18 months. So, in addition to remembering the 

good of junior and senior years, treasure the memories you made at your elementary field days, your sixth grade trip 

to Deer Valley, Fort Couch socials, participation in musicals, clubs, band, orchestra, choir, sports teams, and 

pickleball tournaments. Remember your teachers, your bus drivers, and others who’ve helped to get you here this 

evening. 

This was not a year lost, but a year of challenge and growth. You and your classmates reimagined your senior year 

experience and found a way to thrive in spite of a global pandemic. I am more confident today than ever before that 

this class of seniors—the Class of 2021—is prepared for life beyond high school. Whether you are leaving Upper St. 

Clair for college, enlisting in the military, or entering the workforce, you have the skills and determination needed to 

succeed. I would argue that you faced more challenges than any other graduating class in USC history. 

To quote author Josh Marine, Challenges are what make life interesting. Overcoming them is what makes life 

meaningful. Life will be filled with challenges, but turn them into opportunities. You know how to do that. You have 

already proven that to us countless times. 

In closing, as I have done with our previous senior classes, I will leave you with a few simple, yet important, things 

to remember as you navigate life’s journey: 

• Spend lots of time with your family and friends. 

• Treat everyone with respect. 

• Be kind to the unkind, they often need it most. 

• Help those who need help, and ask for it when you need it. 

• Do the right thing, even when nobody is watching. 

• Be proud of where you are from. It is indeed a special place. 

Even though your time as high school students has come to an end, you will forever be Upper St. Clair Panthers! 

And remember, we will always welcome you home. 

 

Board of School Directors Response 
Patrick Hewitt, President, Upper St. Clair Board of School Directors 
 

On behalf of the entire Board of School Directors, I would like to extend a warm welcome to everyone on this 

fittingly wet end to a ridiculously difficult year. Just so you know, this is a very special night for me, as well, 

because I am not just your School Board president, but I am also the proud parent of a graduating senior. This is a 

night that I will always remember. 

I want to spend just a minute speaking to you about decision-making. I remember heading off to college (you know, 

shortly after the Civil War). The sense of freedom and independence was almost overwhelming. All these decisions: 

what to wear, what to eat, when to sleep, should I study or go out with friends. All those things were up to me, and 

now for you, to decide. We are confident that you have been well prepared to make good decisions. But here’s the 

thing, all those decisions relate solely to you. 

You need to know that as you leave home, some of the most important decisions facing you in the next few months 

relate to other people. Because, just as sure as I am standing here today soaking wet, sometime in the next six 

months or so you are going to encounter someone—someone who is being bullied, is in an abusive relationship, is 

engaging in self-destructive behavior, or someone who simply needs a kind word. 

Now, I know we live in a very “connected” world, but, most likely, you will have an extremely short period of time 

to make a decision. So, you have to decide: Do I look the other way and walk on by? Or, do I say those four words 

that can make a real difference to someone: “Can I help you?” That’s really all it takes to get involved and make a 

difference. Four simple words. 

Now, I know what you’re thinking. “Well, Mr. Hewitt, you’re 6'2", you weigh 220 pounds, and you spent time in 

the military, so getting involved is easy for you.” That’s all true (expect maybe for the weight) and those are all fair 

points. 

However, as you may know, I’ve traveled the world—England, Europe, Asia, and that popular vacation spot, the 

Middle East. There is a similar saying in each of those cultures, and I will share with you the English translation: “It 

is not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dog.” It is absolutely true! So, I don’t want to 

hear about how small you are, or what gender you are, or your religion, or your race. None of that matters. What 



matters is what’s on the inside. If you have the will, you will prevail. Every single one of you has the power to make 

a difference! 

So, take a look to your left and to your right. We are proud of you, and we are counting on you to make a difference. 

Get involved, be bold, and, if necessary, be fierce. After all, you are all Panthers! 

 

Student Speeches 
 

Constantine Tripodes, President, USCHS Student Council 
 

Here we are. Ready to embark on our final journey as peers. These opening remarks are meant to inspire, but how 

do I inspire a class of 380 individuals who have already accomplished so much? I say our class’s accomplishments 

stand alone as their own inspiration. 

• 94% of our peers will be pursuing higher education at either a four-year university or a post-secondary technical 

school. 

• Three peers are enlisting in the military. 

• Boys basketball and boys swimming won WPIAL championships. 

• Boys tennis, boys lacrosse, boys swimming, and girls tennis won Section titles 

• 25 peers will be playing collegiate sports 

• 11 peers are National Merit Finalists 

• Speech & Debate team won a national championship 

• Student council was named a National Gold Council of Excellence 

• 5 students were FBLA national qualifiers 

• 2 students placed first in the Japanese Speech Contest 

• Odyssey of the Mind team placed first at State finals [and, later, second at World finals] 

• 4 peers successfully audition for the PMEA All State Ensembles. 

Our grade is a force to be reckoned with, and this past year has shown that our drive and vision cannot be changed. 

If these numbers prove one thing it’s that USC will not be the same without us and we will not be the same without 

USC. Every single one of us knows that our grade’s absence will leave ripples through our school; but know that our 

accomplishments and leaders have inspired those forthcoming to live up to the Class of 2021. We have some of the 

best years of our lives to look forward to, but no matter how much you want your life to change, we must thank and 

remember our community for its once-in-a-lifetime opportunities, teachers, administrators, coaches, activity 

sponsors, and peers. Moving forward, let your impact on our community act as a guiding light as you live 100% of 

your life. 

 

Abelardo Sobarzo, President, USCHS Senior Class 
 

When I first arrived at Boyce Middle School, I would describe my experience as traumatizing, since I had been in 

the country for a week and I spoke no English. I literally knew nobody, and for some reason did not have a 

backpack. This was my first experience in Upper St. Clair. In August 2017, we experienced high school for the first 

time. We did not know how much we would learn, the memories we would create, and the growth we would 

experience. No, I’m not talking about physical growth; I mean I am 5'5" and I hope that I physically grow. I am 

referring to the growth of a USC student when they go through high school. As your class president, I would love to 

give you advice about the real world, but I am not qualified to do so. The most adult-like thing that I’ve done is get a 

savings account, which might or might not be empty. Instead, I will give you a lesson that my parents have taught 

me. 

We should be proud that we are graduating as USC students; it is a great achievement. However, if we only look at 

our achievements, we might overlook the lessons that Upper St. Clair has taught us. We have faced incredible 

obstacles throughout our high school career. Our gym turned into a swimming pool, our swimming pool turned into 

a classroom, our classroom into a cardboard fortress, and a huge pandemic struck the entire world. Don’t let your 

achievements define who you are, rather let the lessons that you learn and experiences you create define you. What 

has USC taught us? It taught us to be Panthers. 

“U” for Unity. USC has taught us that relationships matter, and the sense of community has built friendships among 

its members. We experienced this while playing for our sports teams, while performing for the musical or concert, 

even in the cafeteria while having a simple conversation. Whether they are your teammates, teachers, classmates, 

family, or friends, cherish those relationships because the people around you will make you better. 



“S” for Say thank you. Be grateful for what we have, even the littlest things. The pandemic really brought that 

lesson to light. During quarantine, we missed normal school days, doing our favorite extracurricular activities, 

hanging out with friends, and even toilet paper. So, before taking something for granted, remember that it’s not 

guaranteed. Be grateful for the school we are in and for the people that surround us. 

“C” is for courage. Don’t be afraid to put the extra in the ordinary to make it extraordinary. Go ahead and try 

something new, do it without fear, and have fun while doing it. When we first arrived as freshmen, we had to step 

out of our comfort zone. We joined clubs, we experienced the school dances, tournaments, and activities. We did it 

all with courage, and that is how each of us built our high school experience. 

As graduates, we’ve learned a lot throughout these fantastic four years. Remember the lessons that you’ve learned; 

it’s those lessons that help define you. Class of 2021, it has been an amazing honor to have shared this journey with 

all of you. I thank you, and I know that each of you will make a great difference in the world as you have done so in 

this school. 

 

Sophia Shi, USCHS Senior Speaker 
 

While the monotony of school can be black and white, the lavish personalities, experiences, and character of our 

Class of 2021 paint this drab world around us in overwhelming, bright colors. In a world where all of us are crayons, 

our class would be the coveted, built-in-pencil-sharpener 64-pack. And over these last four years, we each have 

accumulated our own unique array of colors. 

Some of us have red: emboldened by the challenges we have faced against, struggled with, and ultimately overcome. 

Red is the color of the ink that mars our first failed test, and red are the eyes that pulled an all-nighter the night 

before, cramming for the test. Red is the blood, sweat, and tears we have invested into winning the playoff game, 

rehearsing for the musical, and painfully studying for the SAT. 

Other times, however, we feel more like orange—simply stuck between red and yellow. Orange is the bridge we 

travel as we mature from adolescence and grow into ourselves and our futures. Orange is the color of the traffic 

cones we squeeze between as we practice parallel parking and desperately try to get our driver’s licenses. Orange 
represents our growth from when we first stepped into this high school as wide-eyed freshmen, and now leave as 

self-reliant seniors. 

Yellow are the joys that follow every struggle, every hardship we face, incessantly reminding us that there is a light 

at the end of the tunnel. Yellow is the gold star that proudly adorns a chem test, hard-earned and well-deserved after 

hours of studying gas laws. Yellow is the personal sticky note your math teacher leaves you, praising you on how 

much you’ve improved and how proud they are of you. Never forget the yellow moments we had at USC. 

Green represents our progressiveness: we are green as a young generation of changemakers and leaders. Just like the 

green leaves that revitalize the Earth after a stormy winter, we forge ahead into the world knowing that we have the 

power to change it for the better. Green are the social justice movements our class has started, blazing a trail and 

leaving a path for others. I am so proud to be a part of a class that fearlessly calls out the injustices we witness. 

Blue is as wide as the ocean and as endless as the sky. Blue stands for the freedom we’ve only just tasted in high 

school: working our first part-time at the Rec, deciding what to do with our 75-minute free periods, and deciding 

what to do with the rest of our lives. With this diploma in hand, however, we gain even more independence as we 

now begin to pursue our own passions, live on our own in new cities, and most importantly, learn how to do our 

own laundry. 

Purple represents our pure richness and vibrancy as a class. The last color of the rainbow, yet perhaps the most 

essential and all-encompassing for us, because purple are the relationships that have enriched our lives: from the 

police officer who holds open the door for us at 7:32 a.m. even though we’re late, to the pickleball partner who 

absolutely carries us, to the teacher who’s more like a second parent. Purple stands for the unwavering support of 

our families, teachers, and friends… like the friend who helped me write this speech. 

As we sit here at graduation, our crayon box stuffed to the brim with our bold identities and vivid memories, we 

contentedly admire this crazy, beautiful work of art that we have created together here at Upper St. Clair High 

School. Yet, as much as I admire all the colors, deep down inside, we know that we will always bleed black and 

white… with red trim, of course. 

 

Malorie Glancy, USCHS Senior Speaker 
 

The relationships, the workload, the school dances, the Friday night lights: we all anxiously awaited the day we got 

to call ourselves high schoolers. Growing up, we watched countless movies depicting what these four years of our 

lives were going to look like. But, maybe you’re sitting there thinking, “But, Malorie, my high school experience 

was nothing like how these movies had me believing it would be.” And by now, I think it’s pretty safe to say we all 



have either heard or said the phrase, “This was nothing like High School Musical.” And, sure, you might not have 

had a ditch day as elaborate as Ferris Bueller, a 16th birthday as bad as Samantha Baker did in 16 Candles, a best 

friend named Ducky, or used your locker nearly as much as every movie made you believe you would. (I mean, do 

you even know where your locker is?) But as you look back on your time here at Upper St. Clair High School and 

compare it to all the high school experiences you watched in the movies, I encourage you to find the lessons each 

one was trying to teach us, and that we now can better understand. 

John Bender from The Breakfast Club taught us that people will only see us how they want to see us, and will try to 

define us in the simplest of definitions. But, in reality, we are all a little bit of a brain, an athlete, a basket case, and a 

princess. While I don’t think any of our star basketball players can whip up a mean creme brûlée, Troy Bolton 

taught us the importance of never sticking to the status quo. As we gather here today, I think it’s pretty safe to say 

that Ferris Bueller was right. Life does, in fact, move pretty fast. If you don’t stop and look around, all of a sudden 

you’ll be giving a commencement speech at your high school graduation. But, most importantly, as we all venture 

into the next chapter of our lives, let us remember what Cady Heron, from Mean Girls, has taught us. No, not that 

butter is a carb, but that the limit does not exist. 

This year alone has proven that we are all in this together. The resiliency that we have faced has shown that Cady is 

in fact correct; the limit does not exist for what this class can handle and what this class will achieve. Whether you 

want to become a teacher to educate the next generation, a biochemist to develop the next vaccine, an aerospace 

engineer to design the next aircraft, or even an actress to force yourself and others to step out of your own world and 

into the world of another, your potential is endless. 

As we enter into this next part of our lives, note that there are no more John Hughes movies to give us an idea of 

what we’re about to get into. You are now in charge of writing and directing your own life story. Make it one that 

leaves your audience inspired and in awe and your critics shocked and amazed. And as we all leave St. Clair and 

begin our new journeys, it’s safe to say that I will not forget about the Class of 2021. So, don’t you forget about me! 

 

Antara Cleetus, USCHS Senior Speaker 
 

There’s that one perfect tilt of the Chromebook camera. You know the one I’m talking about. Not quite 120°, but 

not quite 90°. That “Goldilocks” angle where the teacher can see your eyes, but not your entire face. They can see 

that you’re technically logged into the Google Meet, but they can’t see the TikToks you’re watching on the side 

(sorry Mr. Manion)! 

A year spent on Google Meets was not what we had anticipated. In fact, 2020 was not anything the world 

anticipated. It’s impossible to fit 13 years of our lives into a three-minute speech, let alone fit our entire senior year 

experience with a global pandemic into three minutes. 

Everyone says these times are unprecedented, but has anyone considered how USC’s response to the pandemic has 

been equally unprecedented? That’s right. The boys basketball team crushed the WPIAL championships this year, 

winning our school’s third title since 1996 and 2005. The boys swim team also won WPIALs. The Speech & Debate 

team placed second in the PHSLL state tournament. We even held an entire Smokey Joe’s Cafe musical with clear, 

plastic singing masks. And the pickleball tournament? Of course, it’s still happening! And, we’re here today having 

a live graduation. 

We fought. We preserved. We accidentally unmuted ourselves. But, hey, we never gave up. 

In the words of Lup-ay Fiasco and our senior song, “The Show Goes On.” 

To be completely honest, I thought that I’d be ready to say good riddance to my high school career at graduation. 

Yet, speaking here before you, I’m not yet ready to retire the good ol’ @uscstudents.org. 

Why? Is it the B-Sammies and Roni-Rolls I’ll miss most? Probably. Is it FlexTime Manager? Probably not. 

Honestly, I’ll miss the safe haven and second home Upper St. Clair has given me. I’ll miss my first-grade bus driver 

who dressed up like Santa the day before winter break. I’ll miss the lunch lady who once told me I looked pretty 

with my hair curled on picture day. I’ll miss every little moment that said, I care. It’s these little things that make up 

the big picture. It’s this very sense of community that has given all of us the strength to surmount a global pandemic. 

Thank you and congratulations to everyone gathered here tonight, whether you’re in-person or huddled around your 

computer screen (grad gown on top, PJs on bottom). 

Every senior year group thinks they’re the coolest, the smartest, and the best USC has ever had. But you know what, 

we win this one. Next year, when you’re out in the real world, you can look back on your time here and say, I got 

this. 

Simply put, there’s no class like the Class of 2021. And there’s no place like Upper St. Clair… Dorothy almost had 

it right. 

 


