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Meet Paul Wiser, the 81-year-old who just
graduated from Kennesaw State University

By Jake Busch

jbusch@mdjonline.com

KENNESAW — The boom-
ing ovation Paul Wiser re-
ceived as he crossed the stage
in Kennesaw State Univer-
sity’s Convocation Center
Wednesday morning shows
his commitment is an inspi-
ration to many.

Wiser, 81, graduated mag-
na cum laude with a degree
in interdisciplinary studies
from KSU’s Radow College of
Humanities and Social Sci-
ences Wednesday, nearly 40
years after he first began his
education at the university.

He was KSU’s oldest spring
2023 graduate and achieved
a 3.72 GPA. Wiser was also
one of 60 veterans who grad-
uated this spring, having
served in the Army from
1959-1962.

Wiser is considered a non-
traditional student, or a stu-
dent who has been out of high

school at least five years. Ac-
cording to the state univer-
sity system, there were 2,872
non-traditional students at
KSU this spring.

Wiser returned to KSU af-
ter initially enrolling in 1985,
when it was still Kennesaw
College, to study business.
He had a long, successful
career in the hospitality and
financial sectors, serving in
numerous banks and cred-
it unions and as a financial
planner, but did not com-
plete his college coursework
until now.

Once he retired, he decided
to finish what he started at
KSU and become the first in
his family to earn a college
degree. More importantly,
he wanted the credential to
be able to move forward in
his efforts to end veteran
homelessness.

‘THIS IS NOT ABOUT MFE’
Initially intending to study
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Paul Wiser, who graduated magna cum laude from Kennesaw State University on Wednes-

day, at age 81, was the school’s oldest spring 2023 graduate.

business, Wiser shifted his
focus to criminal justice,
with a minor in leadership.

Wiser prides himself on

wanting to fix things, so it
makes sense his senior sem-
inar research project, “Lo-
cal Community Initiatives

Can End Veteran Home-
lessness,” came about after
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he identified the problem.

“The Atlanta homeless
population for veterans is
the second largest in the
nation,” he said.

He realized the federal
government had too much
on its plate to tackle veter-
an homelessness, so Wiser
decided to focus on local
approaches to address the
problem.

“My approach is, we want
to start it at the local level,
controlled and managed by
local people, bring all of the
resources that the federal
government has — because
they’ve got some good ones
and some bad ones — but
bring it to the local level and
create a local, communi-
ty-driven element that will
end veteran homelessness,”
Wiser said.

If it proves effective, the
approach could be expanded
to other homeless communi-
ties, he added. Until then, his
goal is to continue the work,
in collaboration with KSU’s
Center for the Advancement
of Military and Emergency
Services Research, of solv-
ing part of America’s home-
lessness crisis.

For Wiser, his college
coursework was personal:
For nearly 40 years, he cared
for his older brother Ernest,
a Korean War veteran who
experienced his first schizo-
phrenic episodes while serv-
ing in the early 1950s.

Using skills promoted by
the National Alliance on Men-
tal Illness, Wiser helped his
brother manage his schizo-
phrenia, and Ernest lived 19
years longer than the normal
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life expectancy for those with
the disorder.

“This is not about me, be-
cause my life has been total-
ly built by other people and
what they have experienced,”
Wiser said.

Speaking about his proj-
ect, Wiser said it’s imperfect.

“Because I'm not that smart,
but I want to help get started,
because I don’t know how
much time God’s got for me
here on Earth, but while 'm
here, T'll give him whatever
T've got.”

‘A SERVANT-LEADER’

For many who did not
grow up in the age of smart-
phones and social media,
online coursework may seem
daunting.

Wiser, who completed his
KSU degree entirely online,
tackled the challenge head-on.

Joan Ledbetter, now a
professor at the University
of Tampa, taught Wiser in
the fall of 2021 in a course
called “Integrated Approach
to Social Justice.”

In the course, students had
to complete various projects
involving different platforms
and computer programs to
show the numerous factors
that influence social justice
issues.

“His work was phenom-
enal,” Ledbetter said, even
after he talked about lacking
technical expertise compared
with his younger classmates.

His final project for the
course, “Families in Crisis:
Invisible Injuries on the
Homefront,” was a website
with various resources and
personal reflections on active
duty military and veterans
challenged by mental illness.

“It was all new to him as an
older student, but he did the
best job of anybody, and the
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Paul Wiser shakes hands with Kennesaw State President Kathy Schwaig during Wednesday’s commencement ceremony.

most thorough, thoughtful,
interesting work of all the stu-
dents,” Ledbetter said. “What
professor doesn’t love that?”

Wiser was an asset, Led-
better said, especially during
class discussions, where he
shared his life experience.

Wiser, who lives in Canton
with his wife, Rosemary, a
retired IV therapist at Pied-
mont Hospital, is the father
of two children.

“It’s always helpful to have
some mixture in the class-
room for experiences, but
with him taking it serious-
ly and being such a mature
adult, that really helped the
rest of the class to rise up,”
Ledbetter said. “You know
what they say: All ships ris-
ing at the same time with
the tide, and he was the tide
making all the ships rise.”

A PROFESSOR’S DREAM

Katharine Schaab, coor-
dinator and associate pro-
fessor of Interdisciplinary
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Studies and Wiser’s senior
seminar instructor, echoed
Ledbetter’s praise.

“Paul I think in so many
ways is the exact type of stu-
dent that professors want to
work with,” Schaab said. “He
has a passion, he is just so
enthusiastic about learning
more, about being engaged
with not only the topic, but
people that it affects.”

Wiser understood his work
transcends the classroom and
makes an impact in the lives
of people, Schaab added.

“He devotes himself to the
research, to being in conver-
sation with people and to
continuing to improve how
he thinks about and writes
about and analyzes the issue
at hand,” she said.

Wiser was also sensitive to
others’ struggles, Ledbetter
said, and she experienced that
firsthand. When her husband
died in September 2021, near
the start of the semester, Wis-
er checked in on her.

“He was extremely kind
in reaching out and what he
said to me, and giving his
condolences,” Ledbetter said.
“Just very kind and graceful
emails that he sent me as far
his care and concern, very
giving person.”

Speaking of giving, Wiser
was happy to share advice
with students who will fol-
low in his footsteps.

“Listen,” Wiser said. “Lis-

ten,” he repeated. “You can
learn from everybody. The
major thing we’ve got right
now in our society is we don’t
listen to each other, we talk
over each other. But this com-
munity right here, Kennesaw
State University, they listen
— every single student.”

Wiser is one of about 3,50¢
graduates at KSU this year
The school is the third-larg-
est university in Georgia with
over 40,162 undergraduate
and graduate students en-
rolled as of spring 2023
according to the University
System of Georgia.
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JEWELRY & WATCH REPAIRS
We Buy, Sell or Trade!

We do jewelry repair on anything: gold, platinum,
sterling silver; fashion, vintage and estate jewelry ;
custom design; appraisals; watch batteries and watch
repair; eye glass frame repair; silver repair on teapots;

A Monday-Friday 10 am - 6 pm

Saturday 10 am - S pm

770-565-6558

Parkaire Landing Shopping Center
4880 Lower Roswell Road, Suite 175
Marietta, GA 30068 « www.adamarkjewelers.com
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