
In our view

There are two lessons to be 
learned from Garden Spot High 
School Principal Matt Sanger’s 
commencement address:
n Even people who are highly 

regarded in their own communi-
ties make profound errors in judg-
ment.
n Plagiarism is stealing.
Friday evening, Sanger ad-

dressed the school’s 2014 gradu-
ates, their friends and families. He 
offered an uplifting speech, one 
that resonated with the audience. 
It likely gave some of the gradu-
ates a new perspective, something 
to think about as they go forth into 
the world.

It was the kind of speech we 
all hope to hear: A wise educa-
tor speaking about the world that 
awaits this generation of young 
people. It earned loud applause and 
accolades for Sanger.

Although Sanger’s speech in-
cluded references to Lancaster 
County and the students at the 
school, it was not his. It was lifted 
from a copyrighted speech by Da-
vid Foster Wallace. That speech 
became the highly praised book, 
“This Is Water.”

By not properly attributing the 
work to Wallace, Sanger is guilty of 
plagiarism.

Some have suggested this act 
was no big deal. They argue that 
it was a graduation speech — one 
that only a few will remember. Nor, 
they contend, did Sanger pilfer the 
speech for financial gain. He was 
meeting his obligation to speak 
while attending to all of his other 
responsibilities as a principal.

But in the academic world, pla-
giarism is a big deal. Students can 
see their grades reduced and even 
be denied admission to academic 
institutions. Faculty members and 

administrators can be fired for pla-
giarism.

Plagiarism is the act of steal-
ing someone else’s words. It has 
haunted some of America’s finest 
writers. Historians Doris Kearns 
Goodwin and the late Steven Am-
brose belatedly acknowledged hav-
ing plagiarized from others. More 
recently, CNN correspondent and 
Time magazine editor Fareed Za-
karia was accused of plagiarizing 
part of an earlier work.

Schools have a mission to edu-
cate young people to enable them 
to analyze and to think indepen-
dently. When an educator plagia-
rizes a speech, it goes to the very 
core of academic integrity.

The Eastern Lancaster County 
Board of Education recognized 
that Monday evening. It acted 
swiftly and transparently when 
it suspended Sanger for 10 days 
without pay.

Superintendent Robert Hol-
lister demonstrated the kind of 
wisdom we expect from those in 
charge.

He praised Sanger’s work as an 
educator and a leader. But, he said, 
that comes with a caveat: Those in 
authority must be held to a higher 
standard.

“On this event,” Hollister said in 
reference to Sanger’s speech, “he 
failed to meet that standard.”

This is not just about Sanger. He 
appears to understand the gravity 
of his actions. Nor is it solely about 
Elanco.

This is a lesson for every person 
who designs or creates, who writes 
or gives a speech.

If intellectual property is to 
be protected, it must be properly 
credited. And that process must 
begin in the schools.

That’s why this is a very big 
deal.

Why it’s a big deal


