
On the eve of his inauguration as the fourth president of the 
University of Southern Indiana, sitting across from General 
Colin L. Powell, USA (Ret.) on the eve of his 82nd birthday, Dr. 
Ronald Rochon told a buoyed crowd inside the freshly opened 
Screaming Eagles Arena that it was a night he would never 
forget.

It was also a night that—full disclosure—made him a little tense.

“I’ve been nervous all day,” Rochon admitted, prompting laughs 
from the Romain College of Business Innovative Speaker Series 
audience and a joke from Powell that the president should “drop 
down and give 10.”

“I’ll give you five,” Rochon countered.

In the end, no pushups were attempted. Instead, the audience 
watched and listened as a man shaped on the south side of 
Chicago in the 1970s sought the insights and advice of a man 
brought up in the South Bronx in the 1940s.

Over the course of an hour, Powell offered his thoughts on 
everything from diversity in higher education (“If you are a public 
school and you do not have a student body that reflects what 
the public looks like, then you’re not doing your job.”) to division 
in the Middle East (“I see no solution in sight… I think it’s going 
to continue to be a problem for a long, long period of time, and 
there’s no immediate solution.”)

He weighed in on Russia, China and North Korea. On 
immigration and segregation. On partisan politics and why he 
won’t be running for president. “It wouldn’t work, politically. I 
didn’t have the passion in me to be a politician,” Powell said.

He even humored a question about aliens, playfully placing his 
finger to his lips as if he had a secret.

But one of the more relatable moments of the evening came 
when the Four-Star General and former Secretary of State, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Security 
Advisor opened-up about something many try, sometimes at 
serious costs, to hide: failure. “Every young person should fail,” 
Powell said. “I did things wrong, and I had to be corrected. But 
doing wrong doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with you. It’s 
just, do it right next time.”

That message hit home for Darlene Short, a sixth-grade language 
arts teacher at Castle North Middle School who brought a group 
of 50 students to the program.

“Success happens through failures,” she said. “You don’t 
automatically always get things easily. And so, I loved that he 
talked about that, because our “A” students, they can’t make a 
“B” without just falling apart sometimes.”

“I was one of those kids. I got “As” and “Bs” in high school, and 
now in college, it’s a lot harder,” added Claudia Labhart ’22, a USI 
student majoring in biology and German. “I’m maybe not doing 
as good, but it’s not the end of the world. You just have to keep 
moving, and that was really inspirational. That’s something I feel 
like I’ll think about a lot now.”

Brandon Ragland, who was a teenager the first time he heard 
Powell speak in Evansville, attended Thursday’s event with 
his 16-year-old daughter, Jazmine, a student at Harrison High 
School. “I think that he pretty much put it in my daughter’s mind 
that, hey, that’s part of the ingredients of your success. It kind 
of reiterates what I try to share with her a lot. I always say, ‘I 
don’t speak from a platform of perfection, it was because of my 
problems that I’ve had that I can be able to find solutions now.’”

Look Who’s Talking

General Colin L. Powell, USA (Ret.) offers lessons on failure and leadership.
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