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COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES OF UNIVERSITY PRESIDENTS
IN BACCALAUREATE SPEECHES

The study analyzes the communication patterns and strategies used by university Presidents in Baccalaureate speeches
addressed to graduates of Harvard and Yale universities between 2018 and 2023. The epideictic genre of Baccalaureate
speeches constituting the academic-administrative discourse, is an important part of the tradition in American universities.
Baccalaureate services are currently interfaith in nature, featuring music, prayers, hymns, and speeches from faith
and campus leaders. Methods used include both content and corpus analysis, interpreting quantitative and qualitative
findings. Baccalaureate speeches, meditational and encouraging in nature, contain key themes including personal
transformation, social responsibility, resilience, and embracing uncertainty. The speeches emphasize values like
perseverance, flexibility, and service, often referencing contemporary cultural issues such as decline in social engagement
and loneliness. Rhetorical devices, such as intertextuality, negation, humor, and question-based constructions for
argumentation (ethos, logos, pathos), are actively used to engage the audience. The speeches mention precedent proper
names, including famous university alumni and faculty, influential leaders in civil rights, religion, and culture, the quotes
from their addresses, works, or statements, as well as key historical and contemporary events. Academic leaders often
employ irony, self-deprecating humor, puns, satire, and personal anecdotes. The analysis shows that they use a combination
of various devices in their speeches, which allows them to effectively achieve their goals and maintain active interaction
with the audience. Baccalaureate speeches highlight the inclusive, intergenerational, interfaith, and intercultural aspects
of universities, positioning them as key promoters of diversity, creativity, and ensuring a sense of safety within their
communities. Further analysis could explore the translational potential of Baccalaureate speeches across cultural contexts,
reinforcing their role in shaping global educational and leadership communities. The identified rhetorical strategies can
also enhance leadership development programs, helping leaders navigate today’s complex global challenges.

Key words: discourse analysis, rhetorical strategies, communication patterns, Baccalaureate speeches, intertextuality,
negation, humor.

Introduction and context. In the typology ical strategies used in Baccalaureate speeches
of institutional discourse which reflects the com-  addressed to the graduates of the top universities
munication of public institutions, an administra-  like Harvard remain underexplored.
tive-academic discourse (AAD) is distinguished The Baccalaureate Service, honoring college
based on institutional-communicative param-  graduates, typically takes place in university cha-
eters, particularly, the goals and participants pels, symbolizing a connection between educa-
of the communication. The chief academic admin-  tional institutions and their religious origins. Ety-
istrators of the prominent universities of the USA  mologically, the term “bachelor” originates from
and UK employ the system of genres to address  the Latin words “bacca”, or “berry”, and “laureus”,
the students and graduates, faculty and stakehold-  “laurel”, referring to the laurel wreaths with which
ers [Molodcha]. The communication patterns, new graduates were crowned in European medi-
strategies and values of the university leaders eval ceremonies [Merriam Webster]. The Bacca-
identified in Commencement speeches for grad-  laureate service originated at Oxford University in
uates, Convocation Speeches for freshmen, Offi- 1432 when bachelors had to deliver a Latin ser-
cial Statements and Remarks on different matters, mon as part of their academic requirements. The
ROTC Speeches have been previously investi-  first recorded Baccalaureate ceremony in North
gated by e.g. A.R. Brandebury, J. Partch & R. Kin- ~ America was at Harvard in 1642. By the 19th cen-
nier, E. Korolyova, etc. Research into the rhetor-  tury, Harvard seniors began inviting the president
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to speak, a tradition that continues today. Although
rooted in Christian principles, modern Baccalaure-
ate services are typically interfaith and they include
music, prayers, hymns, and addresses from faith
leaders, concluding with blessings and a musical
postlude, blending solemnity and tradition with
youthful celebration [Cipriano].

The purpose of the research is to identify
the rhetorical strategies and communication pat-
terns used by academic administrators in Bacca-
laureate speeches (BS) addressed to the graduates.
The study examines speeches delivered between
2018 and 2023 at Harvard and Yale universities to
highlight the unique features of this genre and offer
insights into the power dynamics and values preva-
lent in modern academia.

The paper integrates key concepts from dis-
course analysis, genre theory, rhetoric, and prag-
matics. Discourse is seen as a social practice shaped
by and shaping institutions, with its meaning
dependent on both intra-textual and extra-textual
contexts [Fairclough : 1995]. Genre, as a stable
type of utterance, refers to a form of speech (oral
or written) shaped by specific human activities. It
reflects the unique conditions and goals of those
activities through content, language style, and,
most importantly, its structural composition [Bha-
tia; Fairclough : 2005]. The research refers to
Aristotle’s Rhetoric’s three persuasive appeals —
logos, pathos, and ethos, Brown and Levinson’s
Politeness Theory’s emphasis on social ‘face’
needs, and pragmatics speech acts conveying
direct and indirect [Duffy; Lopez-Ferrero & Bach;
Searle]. Methods include content and corpus anal-
ysis, utilizing the Voyant analytical tool. Both
quantitative and qualitative findings form the con-
clusions and implications of the study.

Findings. Baccalaureate addresses classified
as oral epideictic genres convey meditational,
encouraging and transformative messages. Content
analysis conducted using the Voyant analytical tool
revealed the core themes of these speeches empha-
sizing:

Transformation and growth: Each speech
focuses on personal and collective transformation,
discussing how college has equipped graduates to
embrace and drive positive change. In Harvard’s
BS (2018) the university President encourages
ongoing transformation post-college period. This
is suggested with the help of humanities — “...com-
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mitment to the transformative power of a liberal
arts and sciences education” [1].

Connection and togetherness: Yale’s BS
(2023) discusses combatting loneliness through
community and service. Graduates are reminded
of the importance of relationships, underscoring
that these bonds will have lasting significance
beyond academic achievements. Yale’s address
particularly emphasizes the impact of community
involvement, referencing Robert Putnam’s
“Bowling Alone” to discuss social decline in
American communities and promote engagement
as an antidote to loneliness. “And we feel lonely.
Surveys indicate the alarming prevalence of these
feelings. 60% of Americans, including a full 75%
of younger people like yourselves, now struggle
with loneliness...” [5]. “... Our civic and social
lives form the mortar of American society —
and a pillar of public health” [5]. “Engagement”
and “responsibility” are offered as a solution for
the mentioned problem. Both Harvard and Yale
emphasize the responsibility graduates have to use
their education in service to the world.

Embracing  uncertainty and resilience
to crisis: The leaders of academia highlight
resilience in adapting to unforeseen circumstances,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic for the Class
0f 2021 and 2022. “Despite what the past 441 days
have served up, you have endured. You have fulfilled
your requirements, completed your work,
and finished what you started. On our campus,
across the country, and around the world, you have
adapted to unexpected circumstances.” [2]. The
young people should remain flexible and open
to “serendipity” and unexpected career paths,
encouraging exploration rather than rigid planning.
Endurance, perseverance, flexibility, and patience
are stated to be vital qualities for future success.
“You have demonstrated extraordinary resilience
and patience, both skills that will serve you well as
you prepare for life after Harvard.” [4].

To engage ethos, pathos and logos arguments
which are used in epideictic rhetorics to influence,
inspire, persuade the audience, the BS include such
device as intertextuality. Intertextuality is viewed
mainly as an “implicit or explicit connection to
another text by using distinctive, common or
recognizable elements of the referenced text”,
“interconnectedness between different texts”
[Allen; Hutcheon]. Umberto Eco poetically writes,
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“books always speak of other books, and every
story tells a story that has already been told” [Allen :
194]. It is natural and obligatory for the authors
to incorporate different texts [Hutcheon : 39]. The
research shows that intertextuality also appears
as a narrative and rhetorical strategy integrating
different elements to reach a regulating goal.

Intertextuality in Baccalaureate addresses is
manifested engaging a) precedent proper names
(of figures, places, events) that have acquired
significant status on the university’s campus
and international significance [Vasko et al.]; b)
contemporary and cultural vernacular; c) stylistic
devices like quotes, allusion, humor, repetition,
quesitives, imperatives, directives, negation.

Precedent proper names: The addresses
contain references to significant figures, places
and events: a) Harvard’s famous alumni and fac-
ulty, e.g. a poet Jorie Graham, a musician Rubén
Blades, a psychiatrist and Harvard professor
Arthur Kleinman who is known for his research
on the intersection of culture, mental health,
and global health, the Dean of Harvard College
Khurana, etc.; b) well-known civil rights, reli-
gious and cultural leaders (Martin Luther King Jr.,
John Dewey, T.S. Eliot, Jean Jacques Rousseau);
c) famous events like World War I, Civil Rights
Movement, the March for Our Lives movement as
well as campus events like Commencement, Har-
vard’s first Black Health Matters Conference, Har-
vard Art Museum, Hasty Pudding, a theatrical club
in Harvard. These references ground the speeches
in a broader social context, linking the graduates’
journeys to historical struggles for justice, equality,
creativity and enjoying life.

Use of Contemporary and Cultural Vernac-
ular: Each address includes terms relevant to cur-
rent social, political, and technological trends, such
as “swiping right,” “driverless cars,” and “post-
truth.” This modern vocabulary resonates with
graduates’ experiences and underscores the rele-
vance of advice in contemporary life. The analysis
of the vernacular style in BS identified informali-
ties, colloquialisms, slang, nonce words and idiom-
atic expressions like — “Gonna”, ‘wanna’, “Y’all”
, “lit” (exciting or excellent), “Kick the bucket”,
“Hey, what’s up?” “That’s awesome!”, “Snow-
pocalypse”, “Snowmageddon”. Academic admin-
istrators mention popular TV shows, music, or
local events. Vernacular language fosters a sense
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of identity and belonging while making communi-
cation more relatable and expressive.

Quotes and allusions. The speeches contain
direct and indirect quotes (allusions) of notable
figures from different knowledge spheres to lend
weight and authority to messages on service, jus-
tice and transformation. “Given the nature of this
ceremony, it seems appropriate to close with words
of a Talmudic. And they are the reflections of a great
scholar, who said, “I have learned much from my
teachers, more from my colleagues, but most from
my students” [2].” “Thursday’s Commencement
speaker, John Lewis, caught “on fire” — the exact
words he used — when he was a student just about
your age, and the injustice of segregation came to
seem no longer tolerable” [1].

Humor in speeches inspires the audience
and helps track their active presence. Chief aca-
demic administrators use irony, self-deprecating
humor, puns, satire, personal anecdotes. Puns con-
veying playfulness: “That concludes the aerobic
exercise portion of our program’ [5]; Satire: “
more Americans are bowling, but fewer in orga-
nized leagues” [5].

Repetition and alliteration (the repetition
of initial consonant sounds in nearby words to add
a rhythmic quality to the text to draw attention
to specific parts of the speech). Alliteration: e.g.,
“Scary, hopeful, and glorious” — repetition of ini-
tial consonant sounds for emphasis; “semi-sober
impatience of youth” — repetition of the “s” sound
in “semi-sober”; “swiping left and swiping right”—
the repetition of “sw” adds a rhythmic flow to
the description of dating apps.

Question-constructions (ellipsis questions,
rhetorical questions, quesitives) used in Bac-
calaureate addresses refer to rhetorical brevity
and simplifying the perception of ideas, convey-
ing compressed thoughts and invitation to meditate
[Chikogu & Akpere]. “Why is Yale here? What is
our purpose?” [5]; “... So, I have a question for
you—where has the time gone? “ [2]; “How many
of you have reconsidered what truly matters to you?
How many of you have become bolder and stronger,
willing to stand up for equality and justice, eager to
defend the truth?” [3].

Directives and imperatives: Directly address-
ing the graduates (“you” and “please”) and using
imperative phrases (“‘connect, love, and live”) rein-
force the speeches’ call to action, making the guid-
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ance feel personalized and immediate. “Do not
hesitate to connect... Do not hesitate to love” [3],
“Please take the time to thank them as well” [3].

Negation is a grammatical and semantic
device that involves using specific words or struc-
tures to deny, reverse, or contradict the mean-
ing of a sentence or phrase. Typically, negation
is formed by negative words such as ‘not,” ‘no,’
‘never,” and ‘nothing,” serving a variety of linguis-
tic and rhetorical functions [McCawley]. The cur-
rent research has revealed a broad range of nega-
tion types in BS employed by academic leaders to
fulfill different communicative functions, includ-
ing: a) denying or rejecting a statement:
“Nobody says, ‘I want to be Kafka's character.”;
b) emphasizing a more specific meaning: “It’s not
Jjust that you could make it better; you had to.”;
¢) introducing uncertainty or softening an objec-
tion: “Its not about you; its about a broader
theme.”’; d) defining limits or refocusing the scope
of discussion: “It’s not just about your passions,
it’s about purpose.”; ) creating irony or humor:
“This is more suited for ‘bacchanalia’than a sober
event” [1].

The analysis also demonstrates that often it is
the combination of devices that is employed by
academic strategists. In the following example
we see the combination of negation (1), irony (2),
hyperbole (3): So don't mourn what you are leav-
ing behind this week (1) — if these years at Har-
vard prove to be the time of your life, then you are
selling yourself short (2; 1). It only gets better from
here... (3).

Conclusion and implication

The genre of Baccalaureate addresses is a rich
blend of intertextual references, stylistic devices,
and rhetorical strategies that serve to inspire,
motivate and unite diverse audiences. The speeches

not only celebrate past accomplishments but also
aim to inspire transformation, resilience and social
responsibility, encouraging graduates to embrace
their roles as future leaders. Chief academic
administrators of Harvard and Yale balance serious
themes with light-hearted commentary to keep
the audience engaged. Both intellectual rigor
and emotional resonance is reached through a mix
of arguments (ethos, logos, pathos) conveyed
by the broad repertoire of intertextuality means,
negation types, humor, repetition, question
constructions, directives and imperatives. Through
the use of proper names, allusions, quotes,
humor, slang, and personal anecdotes, speakers
create a bridge between historical precedent
and the contemporary moment.

The intertextuality, present in Baccalaureate
speeches, particularly through references to
historical figures and events, renowned institutions,
and diverse knowledge sectors, shared cultural
and intellectual references, draws the picture
of the intergenerational, interfaith, interdisciplinary
and intercultural context of the ceremony. The
findings underscore the role of universities as
agents and leaders in promoting diversity, fostering
creativity, and ensuring a sense of safety within their
communities. The universally significant themes
ofresilience, social responsibility, and transformation
resonating across cultures and educational
systems can motivate further analysis to explore
the translational potential of speeches in various
cultural contexts, thereby reinforcing the role
of global educational and leadership communities.
The identified strategic rhetorical patterns can be
integrated into leadership development programs to
foster skills and values that are essential for guiding
organizations and communities in today’s complex
and interconnected world.
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KOMYHIKAIIWHI CTPATEI'Il IPE3UIEHTIB YHIBEPCUTETIB
Y BAKAJIABPCBKHUX ITPOMOBAX («KBACCALAUREATE SPEECHES»)

HJocnikeHHs aHaNi3ye KOMYyHIKaI[iiHiI TATepHH Ta CTpaTerii, sIKi BUKOPHCTOBYIOTH NPE3WACHTH YHIBEPCHUTETIB
y OakanaBpcbkux mpomoBax (Baccalaureate speeches), ampecoBaHMX BUIyCKHHKaM [ apBapIcbkoro Ta €IbCHKOTO
yHiBepcuTeTiB y nepiox 3 2018 mo 2023 poxu. Enineiikrudnuil xkaHp 6akaqaBpChbKUX MPOMOB € BaXJIMBOIO YaCTHHONO
TpaJuIii B aMepUKaHChKUX YHiBepcuTeTax. Lli ciayx0Ou 3a3Buuail MixkkoH(ecCiitHi, BKIIOYA0UN My3UKY, MOJIUTBH, TIMHH
Ta BUCTYIHU PEJIriiHUX JiAepiB. Y AOCTIIKEHHI BUKOPUCTOBYIOThCS METOAM KOHTEHT-aHaJi3y Ta KOPIIyCHOIO aHai3y,
30KpeMa iHCTpyMeHTH Voyant tool. 3’sicoBaHo, 0 OakaixaBpChKi MPOMOBH MEIUTATHBHOTO Ta HAJMXAIOUOTO XapaKTepy
MICTSTh KJIIOYOBI TEMH, Taki SK ocoOucTa TpaHcdopmaris, colliajbHa BiAMOBIAANbHICTh, CTIHKICTh 1 MPUAHATTS
HeBU3HaueHOCTI. [IpOMOBH TiIKPECITIOIOTH IIHHOCTI SK HAIMOJICTIMBICTh, THYYKICTh 1 CIIYKIHHS CYCIIIBCTBY, @ TAKOX
3BEPTAIOTHCS JI0 CYYaCHUX KYJIBTYPHHX MPoOIieM, 30KpeMa 3HIKESHHS COIIallbHOT B3aEMOJIIT Ta caMOTHOCTI. Putopuuni
NPUHOMH, Taki K IHTEPTEKCTYalbHICTh, 3allepeUeHHs, TYMOp, KOHCTPYKIIi 3 3almuTaHHAMH Ul apryMeHTamnii (etoc,
joroc, magoc), aKTHBHO BHKOPUCTOBYIOTBCS JUIS 3aydeHHS aymuTopii. Y TPOMOBAaX 3rafyloThCsl IpeleNeHTHI
BIIaCHI Ha3BH, 30KpeMa BiJJOMi BHUITYCKHUKH Ta BHKJIamadi ['apBapiy, BIUIMBOBI JIiiepH y raiy3i TPOMaASHCHKUX TIPaB,
penirii, KyIbTypH Ta IUTATH 3 {XHIX Npamp YU 3BEPHEHB, & TAKOXK KIIOYOBI ICTOPHUHI Ta cydacHi moii. AxajgeMiuHi
JJepU 4acTo BUKOPUCTOBYIOThH iPOHIi0, CAMOIPOHII0, KanaMOypH, caTHpy Ta 0COOHMCTi aHEKHOTH. AHaji3 MOKa3sye, 10
BOHM 4acTO 3aCTOCOBYIOTh KOMOIHALil0 pi3HUX HpUIlOMIB y CBOiX NMpOMOBax, L0 A03BONAE iM e(eKTHBHO mocsAratu
CBOIX LIJIeH 1 MIATPUMYBATH B3aEMOJIIO 3 ayquTOpi€lo. bakanaBpchki MPOMOBHM aKLUEHTYIOTh YBary Ha iHKIIO3UBHHX,
MIDKIIOKOJTIHHEBUX, MIKKOH(DECIHHMX Ta MIDKKYJIBTYPHHUX AaClEKTaX YHIBEPCHTETIB, MO3MI[IOHYIOUH iX SIK OCHOBHHX
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PyLIiiB pi3HOMAHITTA, KPEATUBHOCTI Ta 3a0e3MeueHHs MouyTTs Oe3nekn B iXHiX crinpHOTaX. [lomanbmmii aHami3 MoXe
TOCTIANTH MOXIJIMBOCTI TIEpeKIaay OakaJaBpChKUX MPOMOB Y Pi3HHUX KYIBTYpPHHX KOHTEKCTaX, MiAKPECIIOUH iX Poib
y (opMyBaHHI NIOOAIBHUX OCBITHIX Ta JiAEPCHKHUX CIIUIBHOT. BUSBICHI pUTOpUYHI CTpATETii TAKOX MOXYTh ITOKPAIUTH
IpOrpaMy PO3BUTKY JTiJEPCTBA, JONOMATalOuH JIiiepaM Opi€HTYBATHUCS B CKIAIHHUX II00AIbHUX BUKJINKAX ChOTOJCHHS.

KirouoBi ciioBa: pauckypc-aHami3, pUTOpUYHI CTpaTerii, KoMmyHikauiiHi mnartepHi, Baccalaureate Speeches,
IHTEPTEKCTYaIbHICTh, 3alIEPEUEHHS, TYMOP.
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