Commencement address at Carmichaels (PA) Area High School graduation (2001)

Thirty-one years ago today, I was sitting where you are now…seriously, in those very same chairs. They were just as uncomfortable then. We were all just as eager to grab our diplomas and go. And I was just as impatient with the quote-unquote “inspirational speaker.” 

So I don’t want you to think of this as a 15-minute speech – hell, I don’t even want to think of it that way. Instead, think of it as twelve 60-second ads for the future…and the keys to finding unexpected success there.
Actually, let me rephrase that. Here’s the first key: 

success should never be UNexpected. 

Success is your choice. You must choose to be successful, and you should look at every decision you make, from here on out, as a decision about what it will take to be successful. 

Now, I realize it can be difficult to see where success enters in every decision. I mean, do I get the chocolate chip mint or the butter pecan? Gee, I don’t know, which will make me more successful? But success is a state of mind, and very few people become successful if they don’t want to.

Key number two: 

form a clear picture of what you will become. 

Let’s do a little exercise. I want you to close your eyes for 10 seconds and imagine what your life will be like 18 years from now. Just a snapshot -- first thing that comes to your mind. Could be your job, your home, that new yacht you’ve got moored over at Cheat, whatever. Okay? Then close your eyes, and…go.


[pause for 10 seconds]

Okay, time’s up. Welcome back. Got that picture in your mind still? – sharp, full color? Good, now throw it away, because it’s not going to happen. 

Ah-ah, not because you can’t make it happen – remember, you’ve decided to be a success. But there are so many options that will cross your path along the way. A lot of them don’t even exist right now. When I left here in 1971, I went off to college to get an industrial arts teaching degree. Eighteen years later, I was a networking systems engineer. Do you think I could have imagined that when I was sitting in your chair? No way. 

But in my clear picture, I knew I would have positions of responsibility. I knew that I would take a leadership role, that I would take calculated risks in order to do interesting work. I had a clear, indelible image etched in my mind about future success. Your clear picture has to be about the sort of person you wish to become and the type of life you want to lead.

Now, rewind the tape about 30 seconds. Remember I said “Good, now throw it away, because it’s not going to happen.” Remember that? Okay, I want you to delete that sentence. Key number three: 

Don’t let anyone dissuade you from your goal.

If you’ve set yourself a worthy goal, don’t let anyone talk you out of it. 

When I graduated from California State I announced to my family that I had taken a teaching job in Maryland. My folks and others said, “What?! You’ve never lived anywhere but here before!” It’s not like I was headed for China or something. But my folks thought I should stick around Carmichaels. 

Well, I have nothing against my hometown. I’m proud to have grown up here. But no way was I staying here after college. That was part of my clear picture – to get out of Dodge and pursue a bigger life – and no one was going to tell me different.

On the other hand, you don’t want to be so bullheaded that you ignore good advice when it’s offered. So that leads to key number four: 

keep an open mind. 

You don’t know ahead of time where the next good idea is going to come from. You don’t know where the next inspiration is going to come from. I was at a conference last month. There was a 19-year-old kid there from Toronto, Canada, named Michael – he was one of the speakers. Michael’s in the process right now of starting his third online business. He began his first business when he was 13. His partner was an older guy – a 16-year-old  – from Australia whom he met in an Internet chat room. When Michael was 18 – your age – Microsoft hired him to come and work for six months as a consultant at their headquarters in Redmond, Washington. Michael’s an exceptional kid. But he also doesn’t let himself be limited by any preconceived notions. 

I talked to Michael after his presentation and a few days later, he sent me an email. What I noticed first about the email, because it was right up there in the header, was that he sent it at 2:15 in the morning. Key number five: 

use your Greene County work ethic – every day. 

At your age, you have incredible stores of energy. I remember what it was like…and I so envy you. But don’t waste it. You may look at your parents – many of whom have worked so hard, for so little financial return – and think to yourself, “man, there is no way I want to end up like that.” 

Well, let me tell you something: your parents are heroes. You may not realize it now, but the work ethic that you’ve gotten from them by growing up here is a gift. And throughout your life, your willingness to work harder than the other guy – to put your head down and just grind it out when the going gets tough – can be an incredible advantage over other people who are only willing to work hard enough to get by. In today’s competitive world,

successful individuals don’t talk about “startin’ time” or “quitin’ time” because they know that you can’t put a time clock on inspiration and creativity.

Key number six goes hand-in-hand with using your Greene County work ethic: 

remember the fundamental lessons you learned here. 

One of the nice things about Carmichaels is that it’s a very down-to-earth place. You grow up with a nice, basic set of values about respecting others and working hard 

and taking care of your family and friends. 

But there’s a lot of uncertainty out there in the “real world” – it’s that way for anyone, no matter where you grow up. And the one way to take all that uncertainty in stride is to have those values and lessons to fall back on. For me, the most memorable lesson came from a very memorable teacher: Ms. Slevin in 7th grade. She taught me the fundamentals of how to learn. Gather all the facts, she said. Look at them from different angles. Make comparisons. Reach your own conclusions. That process is what made me an independent thinker, which enabled me to make career choices that maybe most people wouldn’t have made. 

Now, I don’t know what those lessons might be for you. But you might want to thinka bout it tonight…well, maybe not tonight. But in the next few days, after you recover from tonight, make a small list of the lessons you’ve learned here. Write them in ink – you don’t want them to fade – then tuck them in your wallet. Believe me, they’ll keep you strong.

Several years ago, a movie came out called The Dead Poets Society – maybe you’ve seen it. It was about a small group of boarding-school kids who banded together to challenge the way things were done and the way lives were lived. The slogan of the Dead Poets Society was carpe diem. Carpe diem. That’s Latin for “seize the day,” which is the basis for key number seven: 

don’t hesitate to move to the opportunity. 

My own career is all over the map. I taught in Maryland and Pennsylvania. When I went corporate, I went from established companies to start-ups to major multinational corporations to start-ups again. From Pennsylvania to California, and then to Pennsylvania and California again. And my life has been relatively simple compared to what you might face. They say that the average person entering the workplace today will have four to five separate careers in a lifetime – not jobs, careers. And that’s the average person. You are facing a future of extraordinary opportunities. Don’t let them pass you by. Carpe diem – Seize the day. Take the opportunity even if you must move to do it.

Who here wears Nikes? – not now under your gown; I mean in general. Let me see hands. Well, Phil Knight is the founder of Nike. He started it back in the 1970s, selling shoes out of the back of his car – shoes that his college track coach helped design with the aid of his wife’s waffle iron. Phil Knight likes to say: “He who makes the most mistakes wins.” Key number eight: 

embrace failure: it makes you strong. 

Life is about taking risks. About testing boundaries, pushing limits. This is not news to you. You started testing boundaries just a few days out of the womb, when your depth perception started to kick in. Your first steps. Your first tower built out of blocks. Your first lie to your parents – heh, I bet you found out that was a mistake. There is value in making mistakes, as long as you learn from them. But if you don’t make mistakes, what have you learned? 

When I went to school here, I was the star quarterback…yeah, right. I wasn’t the star of any team, except maybe the welding team in Mr. Hoyle’s shop. Of course, you know what it means to be an exceptional athlete around here. But do you know what it means out there? Squat. Key number nine: 

don’t rely on past accolades. 

From here on in, the operative phrase is “What have you done for me lately?” This doesn’t mean you should forget about your accomplishments so far. Yes, by all means, take pride in what you’ve achieved. Take strength from what you’ve proven you’re capable of. Just don’t expect to take it to the bank. There are no longer any positions open for star high school quarterbacks. You’ve got to keep proving yourself. You’ve got to keep showing what you’re made of. You’ve got to keep finding new playing fields to star on.

Anyone here have a hero? Anyone want to shout out the name…without making a fool out of yourself in front of everyone here? 


[pause to allow response]

One of the quickest ways of getting ahead in this world is choosing the right heroes, 

the right role models, and following their lead. Key number ten: 

choose top examples of people who are successful or who excel at a skill you 

want to acquire, and emulate them. 

You want to continually add new skills to your portfolio of abilities and, as you identify what those skills are, you then want to find the person who does that skill better than anyone else, and learn from them. You may meet someone who gives a great speech, or writes a terrific letter, or inspires you to work harder even as they tell you your work is garbage – or is a terrific Mom, for that matter. Go right up and ask them if they can help you in that area. Nothing makes people happier than having their expertise recognized and appreciated. And nothing will help you move forward faster than learning from the best.

Learning from the best is the concept behind key number eleven: 

jump into the biggest pond with the biggest fish and learn to swim better than 

the rest. 

For that matter, all you might have to do is jump into the biggest pond with the biggest fish. There are heads of dot-com businesses out in California who rode their companies into the ground…and were immediately hired to head up even bigger companies. Because they had learned to operate under the most stressful conditions and had made terrific contacts with the major players in their industry. 

In New York City, they like to say “If you can make it in New York, you can make it anywhere.” You only get better by playing with the best. That goes for sports. That goes for business. That even goes for the way you conduct your personal life – the more people you can learn from, and the more different ways of thinking you can expose yourself to, the better off you’ll be. And the bigger fish you’ll become.

While growing up, I was known around here as a “quiet kid.” I didn’t say much. I didn’t know it at the time, but it turns out that being a quiet kid can be a great attribute. 

My final key: 

listen more than you speak. 

Listen to what people say. Listen to how they say it. Listen between the lines to what isn’t said directly. For one thing, listening’s the skill that most people have the hardest time learning. So people are impressed when they meet someone who does it well. For another thing, when you listen intently to someone, you’re liable to hear things that maybe they didn’t expect to tell you – people love to talk about themselves to a person who listens. 

This isn’t just about acquiring knowledge from others. This is about acquiring knowledge of others. Of how people act and react. Of what’s going on beneath the surface. Believe me – and I say this fully appreciating the irony of the moment – but there is far more gold to be gained from what you hear, than from what you say.

Those are my twelve keys to success. As you may have gathered, there are many different paths to success. For that matter, there are many different ways of defining it once you get there. There’s money, of course. Or the number of companies you own. 

Or political power. On the other hand, you might measure success by the number of friends you have – or even just by how close your best friendships are. But however you measure success, there is only one attitude to take toward pursuing it: you must have a passion for the hunt. 

I congratulate you on the milestone you have reached today…and I wish you good hunting. 

Thank-you.
