Speech at the Retirement Celebration for Dr. Brazzell

Good afternoon, I am simply here as the historian – I was here pre Dr. Johnetta Cross Brazzell, during her magnificent tenure at the University of Arkansas and now in the recovery phase of the era of Dr. Johnetta Cross Brazzell.

The Cat’s Meow means   “Something to be Considered Outstanding”, a phrase coined by an American cartoonist named Thomas A. Dorgan.  In this case, the Cat’s Meow is someone to be considered Outstanding.
Just how outstanding is Johnetta Cross Brazzell?  Well, a little over ten years ago, this remarkable leader arrived on our campus and announced that every member of the Division of Student Affairs was an educator.  Just what did this really mean to those of us in the Division?  Well, first of all, we all had to get over “doing” things and focus on why we are educators and where this was going to take us. 

 Of course, curiosity got this cat and because I knew, as did Dr. B. that you don’t “train” or “educate” a cat, the cat educates/trains you, I took this as a real challenge. – were we being trained as cats or what?  The more we got to talk to Dr. B.  And the more we saw her talk to groups of students and individual students; we got the hang of being educators.  In fact, with every new employee we recruited, guess what we used as a ploy to get them to come to the University of Arkansas. Yes, we are all a educators and all a part of the marvelous process of student learning and development.   And, as you may know, Dr. B. is one of the best recruiters – for people she hired as well as for helping her colleagues find highly qualified candidates for their positions.  So, while she may be retiring with her kitty and her husband, we will still rely on her to help us find the best people for the University of Arkansas.  

Back to fulfilling our roles as educators and student advocates.  We quickly found that educators challenge, support and encourage each student to become intellectually engaged, more self-aware and strongly bonded to the university.  In fact we all started reciting this mantra late at night and early in the morning and throughout the day.  If you would like to join me in saying this yet one more time – let’s do it!  Notice, how she draws the audience in with this common chant—yes, the audience really did say it with her.  Students will become intellectually engaged, more self-aware and strongly bonded to the university.  Thank you!

As time progressed, Dr. B.’s office filled up with all sorts of cats – cats stared at us from lamps, a jumble of stuffed cats lounged on the most comfortable chairs in her office and cat symbols were found in the most artistic corners.  I found this very helpful, actually, as one particular stuffed kitty, Fat Cat, always helped with budget reviews, assuring us that no matter what the financial challenge, we would solve it because, yes we are educators and educators solve challenges.  I believe Dan was the finder and giver of Fat Cat so of course we have very kind and fond feelings towards Dan as well  The reference to “fat cat” is important because those who know her can identify with this and smile to be included in the memory this way. 
What was a disconnect was Dr. B.’s directive to collaborate.  Now, cats are not collaborators so we were caught up in seeking to understand and carry out this challenge.  Fortunately, Dr. B. led by example and showed us that people across campus are just waiting to be asked to collaborate – they are not stuck up kitties but rather, yes, consider themselves educators as well.  Dr. B. invited everyone to take part in students’ lives, particularly in the lives of students outside the classroom.  And participate everyone did.  We engaged in educational projects, service projects, orientation strategies and all sorts of student leadership development, all of which continue as we speak.  She stretched our thinking to a concept of inclusive excellence as the leading concept of diversity on our campus.  

Why is Dr. B. so easy to talk with?  Well, I think it is because of those pins which represented cats of all kinds.  You just had to stare Johnetta in the face and try to figure out where that pin came from and why it looked so great on her.  There were those darling pins representing some of the most arrogant animals on earth pinned on the most personable and caring person you had ever met!  Notice how she contrasts the two.  Once again the audience who knew her felt included because they would remember the pins. 
Now, as one of the people in the Division who were here when Dr. B. arrived with her cat in January 1999, I can tell you that her impact is huge.    Note: Most all the transitions begin with the cat reference in some way. The greatest impact is of course on each and every student life that she has touched.  Not only were these students touched by her individually, but they heard her call to excellence while accepting themselves as valuable and contributing citizens.  
Johnetta, your impact is felt across campus in people reaching out to each other, finding creative ways to educate our students and ourselves and developing a world view.  You will note that while Dr. B. was at the University of Arkansas, she also traveled the world on her own time, hitting at least four or five other continents and just having the time of her life – even a pleasant furry cat name Crosby could not manage to curb her global travels.  

Notice how the speech changes from talking to the audience to talking to the person 

We are grateful to you, Dr. Brazzell, for your leadership, your humanity, your vision and your demands that we step up and be the best that we can, whether we are students, faculty or staff.  We know that some days, we may have made you feel as if you were herding cats.  However, you have treated each of us with value, respect and immense hope for accomplishment and impact on the world.  Thank you from each member of the Division of Student Affairs for a wonderful journey and for a legacy of hope and energy.  We will miss you, your kitties and Dan.  Your insistence on the best performance as well as the process of educating has taken us to great heights and we will continue to carry on your legacy.  It has been fun, you are on your way to more fun and we will always be connected.  You  are truly, the Cat’s Meow!          
Notice how the end ties to the theme

 By Mary Alice Serafini, March 2009. Retirement Party of Dr. Brazzell. 
