Measure of a Life

by Dr. David E. Payne

At Sam Houston State University,
our school motto is “The measure of
a life is its service.” We try to make
that theme a part of the education we
provide our students. To that end, we
have courses that are designated as aca-
demic community engagement courses
(ACE), which provide the students with
enhanced service learning experiences.
These are important parts of the educa-
tion we provide. We hope our students
will be not only technically competent,
but also that they will have had an ex-
posure to and appreciation of commu-
nity involvement. Although important,
we view these efforts as being incom-
plete. We would also like to see stu-
dents develop an interest in volunteer-
ing in the absence of course-mandated
community service.

To more directly encourage unreward-
ed service, we have dozens of clubs and
organizations which have a central ser-
vice component. Projects range from
canning peanut butter at a church re-
gional cannery to be given to the needy,
to cleaning up after natural disasters, to
acting as ambassadors for the Univer-
sity at various functions.

Our musicians are perhaps the most fa-
miliar with uncompensated service of
any of our students. Students perform
almost daily without compensation or
class credit for the entertainment of
University faculty and staff, communi-
ty members, and dignitaries. I thought
about this earlier this week when we
had a dignitary visiting from Mexico
and on the spur of the moment we pro-
vided an hour-long private concert with
two pianists and a cellist.

The Sam Houston State School of Music
has given service an international focus
as our students have spent uncompen-
sated and externally unrewarded time
in the Philippines, Bolivia, and Mexico

in the last couple of years helping to es-
tablish music programs in those coun-
tries. In the Philippines they organized
an effort to acquire, refurbish, and
transport donated instruments to a des-
perately poor university allowing them
to begin a music program. We provided
organizational and curricular advice for
the university and private lessons to be-
ginning musicians in the program. In
Mexico our faculty and students con-
sulted, taught, provided instruments
for, and supported a community’s effort
to organize two community orchestras
for impoverished grade school age stu-
dents. Those orchestras have become
tremendous successes and now have a
full-time paid conductor. In Bolivia we
support a blossoming regional orches-
tra movement. Our students have re-
turned from their international service
experiences saying that their lives have
been forever changed.

Not all service needs to be done on
such a large scale or be this remarkable.
Let me give two examples of service
given to our students. We have been
blessed with several very gifted piano
students from Russia and Romania.
These students generally come with,
and live on, less than a shoestring.
When a faculty member discovered
that one of her students was going to
give a performance in blue jeans and a
t-shirt because that was all he had, she
and her husband bought a white shirt,
a formal suit, dress shoes, a tie, and so
on, so he could perform without em-
barrassment. The clothes, and more
importantly the gesture, are treasures
to the student. Another student arrived
with only the clothes she was wearing.
An alumna quickly held an apartment-
warming party with friends of music
so the student could have clothes and
other basics of student life. Friends of
the University were generous and the
student is now housed with one of them
and has sufficient resources to concen-
trate on her music.

Each of us, whether band leaders or
performers or administrators, has the
opportunity to provide uncompensated
and unrecognized service to our stu-
dents and their families. My own life
as a young high school musician was
touched and forever changed by the
generous service and friendship of my
band director. I remember him with
reverence. Most of your students, like
me, will not go on to become profes-
sional musicians; but all of them will
become citizens. When we give our
students service, we bless them and
model for them what we hope they will
become. When we help them serve,
we ensure the tradition will continue;
and we have not only made good music
and good musicians, but good people.
Often the times when service is needed
are not convenient or the service re-
quires some financial sacrifice on our
part. But, it is true “The measure of a
life is its service.”
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