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forts only with the best of which you are 
capable.

Excellence implies more than mere 
competence. It implies a striving for the 
highest standards in every phase of life. 
Excellence can be achieved only through 
the fruits of discipline—the discipline to 
study, the discipline to work. You must 
be able to exercise the self-discipline that 
will allow you to reach your goals. There 
is no substitute for discipline and per
severance.

True excellence is the fine line be
tween being the best, rather than ap
pearing to be the best. The thing that 
really matters in life is to try—the con
stant striving for perfection, for excel
lence—with a steadfast refusal to recog
nize any hardship. We know that one 
person can make a difference and every 
person should try to do so. The pursuit 
of knowledge and the pursuit of excel
lence are ennobling qualities that herald a 
bright and productive future.

Howard will broaden your horizons 
and introduce you to new excitements: 
the exchange with faculty, the value of 
debate, the questioning of dogma and the 
joy of learning. Never stop reading, 
never stop studying, never stop learning. 
Education, like success, is a journey not 
a destination. Learning is a lifetime 
passion.

Cherish and nurture the friendships 
you’ve made here. Years from now you 
may forget many things, but the two or 
three things that you’ll remember are: 
(1) a few teachers who truly inspired and 
stimulated you; (2) a few great parties 
(probably by that time adorned and em
bellished by the tincture of time) and 
most of all, (3) you will remember the 
friendships you made here—those re
lationships that one chooses for himself. 
To have the privilege of being a friend is 
one of life’s most sacred gifts, for the 
true worth of a friend cannot be 
measured except by the heart.

There are few character traits that ex
ceed loyalty in importance. Loyalty em
bodies integrity and honesty, and integ
rity is the very essence of our souls and 
our beings. We must be loyal to high 
ideals and principles, and we must be 
loyal to individuals only if they represent 
those high ideals.

There are two tenets that should be 
integral parts of your spiritual lives, 
whatever your religion; they are 1) love 
of your fellowman and 2) respect for the

By Carlton P. Alexis
Throughout the history of this institu
tion, there have remained some con
stants that undergird all of our efforts: 
to provide instruction of the highest 
quality; to help advance the frontiers 
of knowledge; and to serve the com
munity, the nation and the world.

We have, indeed, come a long'way 
since the first opening of the school 
year in 1867. . . .

Today we look around us and we 
see that there have been dramatic in
creases in enrollment and facilities, 
and the number and variety of instruc
tional and research programs have 
grown to keep pace with the ever- 
changing needs of the constituencies 
that we serve. Howard students now 
can select majors from approximately 
200 areas of academic offerings re
flecting the diverse knowledge and 
expertise of our faculties.

Clearly, those who have gone be
fore us have charted a good course.
In particular, I pay tribute to the legacy 
of Dr. James E. Cheek for his out
standing accomplishments, for his 20 
years of high dedication to the How
ard University community, and for his 
unstinting efforts to create opportuni
ties for all who came to Howard.

Thus, Howard University stands on 
solid ground, but it is an indisputable 
fact that all of us must'now turn our at
tention to the exigencies of the 
present day and the future.

When I came to Howard University 
36 years ago as a freshman medical. 
student, I nurtured the idea that I 
would earn my degree in medicine 
and go to Brooklyn, New York, to prac
tice medicine. Fate decreed other
wise, however, and seven years out of 
medical school, in 1964,1 returned to 
Howard. My life and that of my family 
have been tied to this university ever

since. My daughter, Carla, is a gradu
ate of the College of Liberal Arts. My 
son, Anthony, is a graduate of the 
Howard law school, and my daughter, 
Lisa, is currently a sophomore in the 
College of Medicine. As for me, I have 
been a student, faculty member, ad
ministrator, and parent here at How
ard. Thus, I have had the distinct ad
vantage and honor of having had the 
Howard experience from a variety of 
perspectives.

Since my training and my inclina
tions are in the field of medicine, I am 
often given to using medical meta
phors. I utter this warning, and I ask 
you to forgive that tendency.

As interim president, one of my 
major responsibilities is to doctor to 
the university.

In the quest for good health for the 
university, we must reaffirm Howard’s 
mission and its unique role in the af
fairs of the world.

Our job, once again, as George 
Washington once put it, is to “ raise a 
standard to which the good and the 
wise can repair.”

The things by which our character 
will be tested, formed and judged can 
only be known if we enter fully into the 
life of the community that is Howard 
University.

What our university needs now and 
must have is what I term “A renais
sance of the Howard spirit,” a rebirth 
of that spirit of togetherness in which 
there will be an opportunity for all to 
participate fully in the life of the 
university.

What this means, more specifically, 
is that we must be unequivocally com
mitted to solving the problems before 
us. We must hold ourselves account
able to the tradition that a university 
should be a place of openness, hon
esty, energy, and decency.

NEW DIRECTIONS JANUARY 1990 1

Alexis: ‘A Renaissance of The Howard Spirit’

Published by Digital Howard @ Howard University, 1990



Furthermore, we must not allow the 
routines and the pressures of each 
day to diminish us.

As I walk about this campus these 
days, I sense a need to participate in 
what we all recognize as the special 
mission, the special destiny of How
ard University.

The students, the faculty, the staff 
and the administration of this uni
versity need a climate where open di
alogue is the common practice and 
where collegiality is the common 
condition.

In this context, I have therefore insti
tuted the practice of having monthly 
dialogue with student leaders, of hav
ing periodic discussion with the sup
porting staff—those unsung heroes of 
this campus—of being true to my 
meetings with the University Senate, 
and having bimonthly meetings with 
the deans. I have been meeting with 
the administrative cabinet on a 
monthly basis, but more correctly, I 
have been meeting with my cabinet 
colleagues as often as is necessary.

It must be our priority to create a re
sponsiveness among ourselves, start
ing with the central administration and 
creating a pervasive ethic of ac
countability throughout the university 
—among students, faculty, staff and 
administration.

This sense of responsibility must be 
accompanied by respect for all that is 
best in our character and our deepest 
convictions. In every area there must 
be mechanisms for discourse and 
feedback. It is my hope that we will be 
inspired with renewed purpose for the 
creation of an environment that is be
fitting this university.

As I see it, what is at stake now is 
not only the credibility and viability of 
this great institution, but also the 
credibility and viability of each one of

us who is a part of Howard. We face in 
this challenge something more than 
the mere dramatization of issues and 
problems that confront us. We must 
now fit action to the word.

We must also realize that we need 
to be fiscally responsible and fiscally 
responsive. Our first priority has to be 
to provide adequate funding for the 
education of our students, thus pro
viding the proper teaching-learning 
environment.

Possessing as we do the oppor
tunity to grapple freely and openly 
with the issues that confront us, we 
must be aware that we are writing our 
history. History, as we well know, is the 
doings of human beings, and what 
history represents depends upon 
what human beings decide to do by 
their decisions, with their conscience, 
and, most importantly, with their 
actions.

As I look to the future, I see that 
there will be opportunities to pre
scribe needed medicine, but I have 
no intention to be overly prescriptive. I 
note, however, that there will be times 
when the prescription will be bitter 
medicine, but I promise, never bad 
medicine, so I look to the day when 
good health and restored vitality will 
mark the countenance of this 
university.

It is my heartfelt desire that all of us 
will remain faithful to the high resolve 
of this hour and persevere in all that 
we are given to do. □

Carlton P. Alexis, M.D., is the university’s 
interim president. The above was excerp
ted from his remarks at the Opening Con
vocation, September 22, 1989.

dignity of the other person. In addition to 
these two “givens,” I believe that the fol
lowing can serve as your moral compass, 
your collective talisman: 1) tenacity for 
principle; 2) magnanimity in victory; 3) 
grace in disappointment; 4) persever
ance with humor; 5) loyalty with con
science; 6) courage in adversity; 7) fair
ness with compassion; 8) resilience in 
crisis; 9) excellence with humility; 10) 
commitment with integrity and above all; 
11) equanimity under duress.

Along with all of these traits—loyalty, 
excellence, friendship, passionate learn
ing, sensitivity to our fellowman—one 
more, one very essential one, must be 
added to our personal armamentarium of 
life. It was perhaps pronounced and ex
plained best by one of medicine’s most il
lustrious sons, Dr. William Osier, pro
fessor of medicine at Johns Hopkins, 
later to become Sir William Osier. In 
1904, speaking to the senior medical 
class at Yale just prior to leaving for Ox
ford to become the Regius professor of 
medicine, Dr. Osier was asked what was 
the secret to success in medicine. Osier 
replied: “I’ll tell you what it is. I’ll even 
spell it for you—W 0  R K. It is the ‘open 
sesame’ to all portals, the great equalizer 
in the world, the true philosopher’s stone 
which transmutes all of the base metal of 
humanity into gold, the stupid among 
you, it will make bright, the bright it will 
make brilliant and the brilliant it will make 
steady. With this magic word in your 
heart, all things are possible and without 
it, all is mere vanity and vexation.”

I wholeheartedly concur with Dr. 
Osier about the magical powers of work. 
And mine is a vast and perhaps extrava
gant hope but I believe if we all work to
gether as we go forward from this place, 
we will make Howard an even greater 
university.

LaSalle D. Leffall, Jr., M.D., is professor and chair
man, Department of Surgery, Howard University 
College of Medicine. The above was excerpted from 
his address at the university’s Opening Convocation, 
September22, 1989.
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