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A community  

is like a ship;  

everyone ought  

to be prepared  

to take the helm.  

 

Henrik Ibsen  

On August 4, 2009 ñLucky 13ò scholars completed their 
year-long program and received their certificates at the 
graduation ceremony.  The graduation ceremony included 
an address by Dr. Michael Reid, class co-salutatorians 

Beata Casanas and 
Robert Palussek, 
and class valedictorian Charles Griggs.  Rachel 
Ellen Koski, Koski & Associates, provided the 
ñwords of inspiration,ò and Rachel Kachur, Behav-
ioral Interventions and Research Branch, Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention delivered the 
graduation address.  In attendance were family 
members, friends, staff, and alumni.   
 
The graduation ceremony followed the scholarsô 
final project presentations.  PHLIF staff, alumni, 
family and friends listened as Class 13 presented 
the findings of their year -long project activities.   
 
This graduation event was held in conjunction 

with the Florida Public Health Association Annual Educational Conference at the PGA 
National Resort and Spa in Palm Beach Gardens. 
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Class 13 Valedictorian Address  
Presented by Charles Griggs 

 
Good afternoon.  
 
Thanks Soli for that introduction. Based on what you just shared about me, it would probably be best if I just quit while 
Iôm ahead, end this thing on a high note, get my graduation certificate and try to find a way to get 18 holes in before dark. 
 
Thank you Beata and Robert for your comments. Based on your message and insight, youôve left me no choice but to steal 
your remarks and claim them as my own thoughts. We can just chalk this moment up to being another Class 13 team ef-
fort.  
 
Many of you know that in my day job at the Duval County Health Department I play communications director or media 
relations lead or public information officeré whichever you prefer to be the duty of the day. However, in my former me-

dia life I was a columnist for a weekly newspa-
per and a TV roundtable show talking head. I 
spent most of my time in print and on -air dis-
cussing current events and the politics of the 
day. My job was to be informative, provocative 
and sometimes controversial. Buoyed by my 
independence I sometimes even bordered on 
reckless. I was that guy that I work to guard my 
agency against today.  
 
As a communicator and often the official 
spokesperson for my agency, the most valuable 
skill that Iôve developed over my four-year ten-
ure is knowing when to keep my mouth shut. 
 
With that being said -- Class 13 -- this maybe 
pretty risky business giving me free reign over 
an open mic. While Iôll admit I have a lot on my 
mind, I will try to contain myself. At least for 
the next five minutes or so. 
 
Any questions so far? 
 

It is truly an honor to stand here in this capacity today. This experience, this opportunity has meant more to me than any 
of your will ever know. I would like to take a moment to thank a few people who have played tremendous roles in my be-
ing here today. To my director, Dr. Robert Harmon, who has challenged our agency to develop new and innovative ways 
to serve during these tough budgetary times.  Dr. Harmon is a great leader who had the foresight to continue DCHDôs 
support of this Public Health Leadership program. To our assistant director and my boss, Tim Lawther, a Class 10 alum-
nus, who once said to me during a discussion on improving the agencyôs diversity, "What you see as a glass ceiling, I see 
as a protective barrier." To be honest, Tim has been the stalwart in making sure that DCHD takes the necessary steps of 
inclusion. That includes believing in me enough to recommend and encourage my participation in this leadership pro-
gram. To all of my other DCHD colleagues, especially my good friend and sister, Gale Tucker-Disney, who as we speak 
has a crew of screen printers cranking out graduation t-shirts in the next room. Gale has been my ñroad-dogò while pro-
viding insight and support of the PHILF program so that I could be a successful representative for our agency and com-
munity. To Mike, Danielle, Desiree and Kirsten for designing and administering a program with a solid foundation for 
the building of future leaders of public health. To my family for allowing me the support, time and love to take advantage 
of this invaluable experience. And last but not least, Iôd like to thank the community of which I have pledged to serve. It is 
truly an honor to be part of a community with the potential of Jacksonville, a state with the natural resources of Florida 
and a country with the compassion of the United States of America.  
 
Never more has there been a demand for true leaders and leadership than right now. There seems to be some debate 
among leadership that what weôve experienced through this program is or is not ñmission critical.ò With the stakes being 
so high on those decisions, perhaps itôs best that I leave that debate for another time to provide fairness to the discussion. 
But I can tell you this, Class 13, I feel truly blessed that Iôve been afforded the opportunity to share and grow with you 
over the past 12 months. Our time together has meant more that just trips away from the office, workshops and  
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(continued from page 2)  
 
socializing. It has given me greater perspective on how I can work to develop into a leader worthy to serve my community 
and prepared to take on the challenges we face everyday. 
 
All of you have played a role in helping me process not only the need for service but also shared many best practices that 
help us get there. Class 13, you are the best in every way. 
 
ñThe true leader serves.ò Says author Eugene Habecker. ñServes people. Serves their best interests, and in doing so will 
not always be popular, may not always impress. But because true leaders are motivated by loving concern rather than a 
desire for personal glory, they are willing to pay the price.ò 
 
As public health leaders, are we willing to pay the price? 
 
About two weeks ago I was browsing the local newspaper and came across an article on the passing of a retired school 
teacher. Now this was no obituary, it was an article about a woman who spent a lifetime helping people. Jean Forrester 
was one of the first African American school teachers to join the faculty of an all 
white elementary school after desegregation finally came to Duval County. How-
ever, that wasnôt what I remembered about her. I recalled Ms. Jean (as we used to 
call her) as the lady who used to frequently stop by our home to visit with my 
grandmother AND check on my progress in school and homework assignments. 
Over the years I became convinced that the only reason she stopped by was to 
pické I mean check on me. Then I found out that it wasnôt just me she checked 
on. It was students and parents all over the community that she visited with mak-
ing sure they were prepared for their proper academic matriculation. Motivated 
by a loving concern, Ms. Jean paid the price in showing compassion and dedica-
tion to service, her profession and people.   
 
That loving concern. Love. 
 
Throughout the year many of you have noticed my wearing the ñI am lovedò pins 
that were made available to us during our initial coming together. Ms. Jean is one 
of those reasons that I felt compelled to recognize the love showered on me over 
the years, especially as a child. As a result of that kind of love from many family 
and friends, I am able to stand before you today. This is the reason I am guided 
by the phrase, ñlove is the greatest word in our language.ò  
 
I also bring up Ms. Jean because as I read through the newspaper story and reminded myself of her dedication, love and 
leadership, I began to look out of my window and see all of the cars that remained parked in the lot of the Duval County 
Health Department after 5:00 pm representing the many hard working and dedicated employees of our agency. As public 
health employees, weôve all been through a lot lately. I donôt need to remind anyone in this room of the devastating toll 
budget reductions have taken on our service delivery options in hurting communities.  
 
In fact, Congressional Quarterly Press recently published its rankings of the countryôs Healthiest States and for the sec-
ond year in a row Florida ranks number 46é out of 50. The Sunshine State, where we own some of the most exciting and 
relaxing outdoor resources on the planet -- we are more overweight, infected, affected, uninsured, polluted, cancerous, 
chemical dependent, mentally challenged, absent of nutrition and out of shape than 45 other states.  
 
Ladies and gentlemen, I am troubled. Iôm troubled by the fact that in Florida, where many of us can take in a beautiful 
sunrise on the horizon of the Atlantic Ocean or sunset on the Gulf of Mexico, itôs obvious that we are on the verge of ne-
glecting the overall health of our citizens. Especially, those citizens who exist in the most vulnerable of situations and 
highlight many of our glaring disparities.  
 
Iôm troubled because many leaders speak of their commitment to public health in our communities yet remain silent in 
their approach to care. Either they donôt understand or donôt care that everything works together to improve our system 
of protection, prevention and care.   
 
Iôm troubled because to many of our leaders the term ñpublic safetyò does not include the protection that comes along 
with a vibrant public health system. It is just as important to prevent outbreaks and provide safety net health services, as 
it is to arrest the bad guy or put out fires on burning rooftops.  


