
Convocation Speech 
 
Thank you, Deans, for this honor.  And I would like to give a hearty welcome to Ambassador Liu, with 
whom it is an honor for me to share the stage. 
 
So when the deans asked me if I would be willing to speak at convocation, my first thought was “Wow, 
they like me, they really like me.” 
 
After that warm glow wore off, reality set in, and I thought:  “Oh….fudge.  This means that I have to write 
a speech.”   
 
Here’s a little-known secret: Public speaking is not my forte, my strength or my passion. I know that this 
might be surprising for those of you have taken my classes, or heard me in a seminar, or, quite frankly, just 
met me.  I am not definitely not shy.  But I spent my entire undergraduate and Masters’ careers not 
speaking in most of my classes.  Or, if I did speak, I would sit there, thinking about what I wanted to say, 
formulating it in my head, and maybe mustering up the courage to say one thing before the end of class.  
 
When I got my first job in West Africa, I was put into a position where I didn’t have the choice --  I had to 
give workshops and trainings in front of groups of people, sometimes in other languages that I didn’t 
necessarily speak fluently - which can make for some hilarious – and embarrassing – linguistic gaffes).  
 
What that experience taught me is that if I work at something – even if that something doesn’t come easily, 
like, say, giving a convocation speech in front of the deans, the faculty and all of the Fletcher students -- 
then I can do it.  Maybe with lot of hard work, but I can do it.   
 
So I was trying to think about what I would have told myself if I were starting Fletcher.  If I had 20 
minutes, I would give you this in the style of David Letterman’s “Top Ten List.”  But alas, I don’t, so I 
have narrowed it down to five. 
 
#5. Don't freak out about the grades.  If you go into Fletcher worrying about which classes will ensure 
you get an A, or even worrying about if you will get an A while in that class, you will miss out on a lot of 
cool stuff.  No, you shouldn't skip classes and slack off.  But at the end of the day, focusing on whether you 
get an A or A-, or an A- or B+, can miss the point of learning. 
 
Two years ago, my friend Bamba, from Mali, came to Fletcher.  He came here with the attitude of, “I have 
one year, I am going to learn.” He took statistics, econometrics, GIS, micro – all in one year – plus wrote 
an econometric thesis. Did he get all A’s?  Not even.  Did he learn a lot? You bet. 
 
Which gets me to #4… 
 
#4.  Take the Fletcher challenge.  If you let go (a bit) of the fear of failure (which is a B for most Fletcher 
students), this opens up new opportunities to challenge yourself.  I can’t tell you how many people come 
into my office saying that they are afraid to take econometrics.  Perhaps someone told them somewhere that 
they weren’t good at math, or they had a bad experience in undergrad.  
 
But you have all made a conscious decision: To leave the workforce, spend money and further your 
education. You want to take things that you won’t be able to learn once you leave Fletcher -- which means 
taking things that might seem a little bit overwhelming and challenging, but forces you to get out of your 
comfort zone.  It is well within your grasp.   
 



 
#3.  Rethink the laptop.  Okay, I know that we now live in a digital age, and laptops can be great 
educational tools – in fact, we have a mobile phones and adult education program in Niger. So I recognize 
the value of ICT. 
 
Of course, if you want to use your laptop in class, that is your choice.  Perhaps you are that 1% of the 
population that really takes notes better on a laptop.  
 
But just remember one thing the next time you open it.  You are making significant sacrifices to come here.  
And while it is definitely your right to get a high quality education, and expect the most out of us as 
teachers, it is also your responsibility to be an active and engaged student in class.  We are in this together.  
 
And by the way, we can totally tell when you are surfing the internet and buying a ticket on Jet Blue. So 
can everyone else in the class.  You aren’t fooling anyone. 
 
#2.  Love thy group work.  One of the things that you will learn at Fletcher is that many of us LOVE 
group work.  Now, this isn’t because we are trying to get out of grading – or some weird experiment to see 
how you behave in groups.  Rather, many of us truly believe that you can learn as much from your fellow 
students as from us – even if that simply means learning how to negotiate weird and wonderful group 
dynamics, where one person is a complete free rider.   
 
But the great thing about that group work is the opportunity it gives you to meet people from all walks of 
life.  Yes, you’ve done that already during orientation, but sometimes a shared love (or hatred) of STATA 
or M&E can create bonds faster than anything else. 
 
It is in one of those groups at Fletcher that I met people who changed the course of my life. My friend, 
Dave, had a passion for development and got me to go to Africa.  And my other friend, Kristin, got me my 
first job there.  Those people, in a simple group dynamic, became friends that set my life on a very different 
course, one that I couldn’t have imagined. 
 
#1.  Luck is the combination of opportunity and preparation.   Here is a sobering thought:  885 million 
adults cannot read and write in any language.  Few of them will ever get the opportunity to go to school, 
nor were they prepared to do so.  
 
You got here because of hard work and accomplishments. But also, part by luck that someone on the 
admissions committee saw something in you.  One of the reasons that I got into Berkeley for my PhD was 
because someone on the committee saw something in me that other schools didn’t. He took a chance on 
me, and that changed my life.   
 
You have two years here.  First years are thinking about what courses to take, where to get an internship. 
Second years are thinking about their capstones and getting a job.   
 
Those milestones are definitely important.  But should not be the only things that drive you while you’re 
here. Try to make the most out of this opportunity while you’re here, and appreciate your good fortune, 
even when it’s the end of the semester and you feel like you’re under immense pressure with exams and 
papers.   
 
When I told my friend Bamba that I was mentioning him in this speech, he wrote to me immediately, and 
this is what he said:  “My studies at Fletcher were the best thing that could happen to me…it was an event 
that went (well) beyond the Masters’ program. It was the school of life.”   


