“My final suggestion is that there are five truly essential questions that you should regularly ask yourself and
others. My claim is that — and this is slightly outlandish as a claim, but this is a graduation speech — if you get
in the habit of asking these questions, you have a very good chance of being both successful and happy, and you
will be in a great position to answer “I did,” to the bonus question at the end.
The first is a question my kids are fond of asking, and it’s one you may have heard other teenagers pose. Or
maybe you still pose it yourself. The question is the classic, “Wait, what?” It could be asked as “Wait what?” or
“Wait, WHAT?!!” My kids typically pose this question when I get to the point in a conversation where I’m
asking them to do a chore or two. From their perspective, they hear me saying, “Blah, blah blah blah blah blah
— and then tomorrow I’d like you to clean your room.” And at that precise moment, the question comes. “Wait,
what? Clean what?”
“Wait, what?” is actually a very effective way of asking for clarification, which is crucial to understanding. It’s
a question you should ask before drawing conclusions or before making a decision. The Dean of Harvard
College, Rakesh Khurana, gave a great master class this year where he emphasized the importance of inquiry
over advocacy. It’s important to understand an idea, in other words, before you advocate for or against it. The
‘wait,’ which precedes the ‘what,’ is also a good reminder that it pays to slow down to make sure you truly
understand.
The second question is “I wonder,” which can be followed by “why” or “if.” So “I wonder why” or “I wonder
if.” Asking “I wonder why” is the way to remain curious about the world. And asking “I wonder if” is a way to
start thinking about how you might improve the world. As in “I wonder why our schools are so segregated,” and
“I wonder if we could change this.” Or “I wonder why students often seem bored in school” and “I wonder if
we could make their classes more engaging.”
The third question is, “Couldn’t we at least…?” This is a question to ask that will enable youth get unstuck, as
they say. It’s what enables you to get past disagreement to some consensus. As in “Couldn’t we at least all agree
that we care about the welfare of students, even if we disagree about strategy?” It’s also a way to get started
when you’re not sure where you’ll finish. As in “Couldn’t we at least begin by making sure that all kids have
the chance to come to school healthy and well fed?”
The fourth question is, “How can I help?” You are at HGSE, I presume, because you are interested in helping
others, but you know from your time here to be aware of the savior complex — of the stance where you are the
expert or the hero who swoops in to save others. We shouldn’t let the real pitfalls of the savior complex
extinguish one of the most humane instincts there is, the instinct to lend a hand. But how we help matters as
much as that we do help. And if you ask “How can I help?” you are asking with humility for direction, and you
are recognizing that others are experts in their own lives, and that they will likely help you as much as you help
them.
The fifth question is “What truly matters?” You can tack on “to me” as appropriate. This is a question that
forces you to get to the heart of issues and to the heart of your own beliefs and convictions. Indeed it’s a
question you might add to, or substitute for, New Year’s resolutions. You might ask yourself, in other words,
every New Year, “What truly matters to me?”

So these are the five essential questions:
•
•
•
•
•

“Wait, what?” is at the root of all understanding.
“I wonder” is at the heart of all curiosity.
“Couldn’t we at least…?” is at the beginning of all progress.
“How can I help?” is at the base of all good relationships. And,
“What really matters?” gets you to the heart of life.

If you ask these questions regularly, especially the last one, you’ll be in a great position to answer the bonus
question, which is, at the end of the day, the most important question you’ll ever face. This bonus question is
posed in many ways, and you’ve surely heard a version of it before. To me, the single best phrasing of this
question comes in a poem by Raymond Carver called “Late Fragments.” It’s one of the last poems he wrote. I
came across it recently on the very sad occasion of a memorial service for one of my dearest and closest friends,
my former law school roommate Doug Kendall, who died in September at the far too young age of 51. The
power was printed on the back of the program for his memorial, and it starts with this question — what I’m call
the bonus question. “And did you get what you wanted out of life, even so?” Did you get what you wanted out
of life, even so? The “even so” part of this to me captures perfectly the recognition of the pain and
disappointment that inevitably make up a full life, but also the hope that life, even so, offers a possibility of joy
and contentment. My claim is that if you regularly ask, “Wait, what?” “I wonder,” “Couldn’t we at least…?”
“How can I help?” and “What really matters?” when it comes time to ask yourself, “And did you get what you
wanted out of life, even so?” your answer will be, “I did.”
So the poem asks, “And did you get what you wanted, even so?” and then continues, “I did.” “And what did
you want?” “To call myself beloved. To feel beloved on this earth.” To feel beloved is to feel not only dearly
loved, but also cherished and respected. And while I promise I’m at the very near end of my speech, let me just
say that when I read these lines it’s hard for me not to think about students. We spend a lot of time here and
elsewhere thinking about how we might improve student performance, which is just as it should be. Yet I can’t
help but think that schools, and indeed the world, would be better places if students didn’t simply perform well,
but also felt beloved — beloved by their teachers and by their fellow classmates.
To tie this all together into one slightly misshapen package and to bid you a final farewell, as you leave Appian
Way and head into a world that desperately needs you, let me express my sincere hope and belief that if you
never stop asking and listening for good questions, you will feel beloved on this earth, and just as importantly,
you will help others — especially students — feel the same. Thank you very much."
An excerpt from Dean James Ryan's prepared remarks at the 2016 HGSE Presentation of Diplomas and Certificates.
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