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Blair young alumni panelist

Mohamed El-Erian



F
or more than 35 years, Blair Academy’s Society of Skeptics program

has brought a range of prestigious and often controversial guest

speakers to campus from places around the world. Established as an

informal forum for students and faculty members to discuss and debate

important national and international issues, “Skeptics” has grown in size

and scope to become one of the premier high school lecture series in the

United States.

Whereas presentations were once given in classrooms and faculty 

members’ living rooms, the Tuesday-night series now takes place in state-

of-the-art facilities in Bogle Hall’s Cowan Auditorium and Armstrong-

Hipkins Center for the Arts. The program is open to the public and is 

frequently attended by members of the community, parents and alumni.

Content is increasingly audience-driven, thanks to regular student, parent

and alumni recommendations. And while in the beginning, Skeptics

fought for space on Blair's activities calendar, it now takes place without

exception every Tuesday night at 7 p.m.

At Skeptics, students learn to listen critically to different perspectives;

equally important, they are encouraged to engage in provocative question-

and-answer sessions. Over the years, Skeptics lectures have become more

interconnected to other campus activities and publications. Many speakers

have published excerpts of their talks in the School’s annual scholarly

journal, The Blair Review, and discussions about Tuesday-evening

Skeptics presentations often extend into classrooms and dormitories 

as students continue to debate salient issues. 

“Established as an informal forum for students and 
faculty members to discuss and debate important national 

and international issues, Skeptics has grown in size 
and scope to become one of the premier high school 

lecture series in the United States.”

Find out who is scheduled to speak at Skeptics this year 
at www.blair.edu/societyofskeptics.



In addition, the Skeptics series now features two special, topic-driven

lectures each year that are supported by gifts to the School: the Herman

Hollerith Lecture on Innovation and Entrepreneurship, which has 

featured talks by innovators in fields ranging from finance to alternative

energy, and the James Youngelson ’53 Lecture on Ethics and Responsibility,

which includes speakers who are committed to the ideals of justice, 

personal responsibility and service.

“My goal throughout all of these years has been to expose students to

as many ideas as possible by inviting an eclectic group of speakers to cam-

pus,” said Dr. Martin Miller, who joined Blair’s history department in

1980 after earning his PhD from the City University of New York.

“Although Skeptics has changed in many ways, the program’s foundation

remains the same: each week, speakers from the political, social, scientific,

economic and literary arenas share their unique perspectives with stu-

dents. More than that, the series encourages kids to be skeptical and ask

questions, rather than accept what is said at face value.”

What follows is a selection of some of the program’s most popular lec-

turers, who represent a wide variety of industries and a diverse range of

political, economic and social perspectives. 

John C. Bogle ’47



JOHN C. BOGLE ’47

Chairman Emeritus of the Blair Board of Trustees Jack Bogle, known as “Saint
Jack” to his many admirers, began one Skeptics talk by focusing on failure.
Yes, he performed poorly in his first outing in the business world—and indeed,
he noted, this stumble was a blessing in disguise. He went on to found and
lead The Vanguard Group, Inc., creating a veritable investment industry along
the way. Although developing viable strategies for financial gain was part of
his message, he emphasized the importance of honesty, integrity and the notion
of “enough”—three novel concepts in a world that often focuses too heavily
on the bottom line. A student asked about the college courses necessary to
enter Jack Bogle’s rarefied world. He replied: “Why not get a good liberal arts
education? We can teach you the rest. When you are 45 and have made some
money, you will want to have something to say beyond financial matters.”

DITH PRAN

The famed survivor of the Cambodian “Killing Fields” spoke at Skeptics on a
number of occasions before he passed away in 2008. Rapt students asked
provocative questions during lively question-and-answer periods. One student
asked: “When escaping the genocidal Khmer Rouge, what was it like crawling
through the mud and encountering poisonous snakes?” His answer: “Those
were the good days with plenty of food to eat.” Another student inquired:
“How does one live after losing 40 family members?” His practical reply:
“What choice do you have?” 

LOUIS CIRILLO ’08

In 2012, entrepreneur and CEO Louis Cirillo
founded a start-up company called VirtualU,
which has developed a 3D modeling system
capable of producing a lifelike digital avatar
from a person’s body so that customers can
accurately “try on” apparel without having to
go to the store. By mid-2013, shoppers will be
able to walk into a number of stores—includ-
ing Gucci, Jos A. Bank, Victoria Secret and 
J. Crew—to get modeled, so they can later virtually try clothes on by visiting an
integrated website. Louis joined three other recent Blair graduates at the School’s
annual Young Alumni Skeptics Panel, which introduces students to alumni
in their 20s who are doing interesting work in a variety of professional fields. 

Louis Cirillo ’08



ISHMAEL BEAH

A former child soldier in Sierra Leone's civil
wars and author of A Long Way Gone spoke
at Blair on two memorable occasions. He had
lunch with an excited group of world history
students and practiced with the soccer teams in
the afternoon, all as a warm-up to a rousing,
informative lecture in the evening. How does
one transform from an armed child automaton
prepared to murder on command into an edu-
cated, deeply moral adult who is a United
Nations spokesman? It was a long, tortuous and

unlikely path. The ghosts lingering in Armstong-Hipkins’ DuBois Theater
were those of child soldiers and their victims whose lives ended on the battle-
ground of African civil strife.

CHRISTINE TODD WHITMAN

A political moderate, former Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) director
and New Jersey Governor, Christine Whitman recently lamented the stunning
collapse of the centrist Republican tradition. And as a lover of the outdoors,
she expressed regret that she failed to
accomplish more during her tenure as head
of the EPA during George W. Bush’s
administration. Perhaps most important for
Blair students, the Governor talked about
her personal history and how hard work,
determination, support and, yes, luck trans-
formed her from a middling student to an
important figure in the halls of national
political power. The call to public service
resounded throughout the auditorium.

MOHAMED EL-ERIAN

In 2012, this famed business leader, public intellectual and Blair uncle did the
impossible: garnering the attention of the entire student body by talking about
critical economic issues such as the U.S. housing bubble, the problematic
growth of the financial sector and the Eurozone in crisis—no small task. After
deeming his prepared speech too long without enough time for questions, the
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PIMCO CEO rewrote his lecture late the night
before he visited campus. Students and faculty
alike took their hats off to Mohamed El-Erian for
his ability to explain complex concepts with
understandable and accessible metaphors. 

TONY KORNHEISER

Tony Kornheiser, co-host of ESPN’s Emmy-award-
winning Pardon the Interruption and award-win-
ning writer for The Washington Post, came to
Blair twice for lively question-and-answer sessions
with students and faculty members. Dr. Miller
remembers him as being feisty, irreverent and
humorous in his responses. Calling Blair a special
place where academics and sports mix nicely, Mr.
Kornheiser offered students advice about entering the field of sports broad-
casting and gave them an overview of his own career highlights, which includ-
ed working as a sportswriter and commentator on Monday Night Football.

CAROLYN BUCK LUCE

A former Blair Trustee and parent, Carol Buck Luce recently retired as a 
global managing partner for Ernst & Young. In an address called “Off-Ramps
and On-Ramps: Keeping Talented Women on the Road to Success,” she shared
with students data from an article she co-authored in Harvard Business Review,

which acknowledged the fact that
large numbers of highly qualified
and committed women leave the
workforce to raise children and care
for their families—to the detriment
of their employers. Emphasizing the
importance of helping female
employees maintain connections,
allowing them to reenter the work-
force without being marginalized in
corporate America, she noted that
there are often more off ramps than
on ramps, a trend that she and her
colleagues are working to reverse.

Mohamed El-Erian
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“Each week, speakers from the political, social,
scientific, economic and literary arenas share

their unique perspectives with students. 
The series encourages kids to be skeptical 
and ask questions, rather than accept what 

is said at face value.”


