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Commencement Address 

Dr. Kathryn Hayward ‘76 

 

Thank you, President Leary. I am very honored to be here.  

There are many things that we could talk about today. So, on this day of 
celebrating accomplishments, you may think it strange that I want to talk about 
fear of failure. I picked this topic because I know it is meaningful to you and to 
me. 

How do I know?  

Because I asked.  

Back in January, with the help of your Deans and their staff, I asked some of you, 
“What are you afraid of?” When I read your answers, I felt an instant, deep bond 
with you. So, I know that fear of failure is lurking, just under the regalia.  

When I was a medical student, I failed a histology midterm and had to meet with 
the professor. He looked with disdain at my pregnant belly.  

“I’ve heard about you. You are the student with the baby. Now you are having 
another one? You are not a serious medical student. You will never be a doctor.”  

I stumbled out of his office shocked and scared. 

Back then, in the early 1980s, my main coping strategy was to choke back my tears 
and forge ahead—studying and taking care of my family.  

I had a jet engine of terror powering my life.  

I was propelled by the fear of failing—the utter certainty that I could not be a good 
mother, and a good doctor, and a good wife, and a good daughter, and a good 
sister, and a good friend.  

I felt the contempt that he gave voice to every time I failed.  

It took me years to realize why his words hit me so hard… Deep inside of me, 
where I could not admit it to myself, I believed what he had said.  

Over the years, I have had plenty of opportunities to fail, make mistakes and feel 
like a fraud.  
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It did not matter that I graduated from Bay Path and Mount Holyoke, practiced 
medicine at Boston University, Harvard and Mass General Hospital.  

I felt…no, I knew…that I was a fraud.  

A thick forest of fear grew up all around me. I lived in terror of having my secret 
fraud identity exposed. That went on for a long time and I survived, year after year.  
At some point, and that story is for another time, I decided to clear a path through 
that forest.  

I decided to thrive, to be freer, happier, more excited about the mystery and magic 
of life. 

We all know that to clear a path, to blaze a trail, to make something new, we need 
…  tools.  

Thus, I began to collect power tools that I put in what I call my THRIVE PACK. 
It’s right here, on my back, under the regalia. And I carry it everywhere I go. 

Regalia comes in many forms.  

Today, for about 700 of us, it is these magnificent graduation gowns. For the other 
4,000, it looks like what you [point] are wearing, and you [point] and you [point]). 
[to the audience.] 

All of us conceal so many of our real feelings under our regalia AND behind the 
mask of a composed face. 

We conceal our fear of failure. 

We all do it. Why? Because we don’t want to be found out.  

I want to share with you some of the power tools in my THRIVE PACK that have 
helped me move past my fear of failure.  

To do so, I’m going to invite you to do a few things that are not normally part of a 
graduation address. You don’t have to do them, but it’s an invitation. 

We will move around and we will make some noise.  

So, prepare yourself. Clear your hands and your lap. 

And strap your own THRIVE PACK on your back.  
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Put your hands on top of your head and bring your chin down toward your chest. 
Rest your elbows on your legs. Close your eyes and listen to what I am saying to 
you. Hold this position. Notice your body. Notice your breath. 

You are in a position called “duck and cover.” This goes back to my childhood 
when school children were drilled in preparing for nuclear war by doing this under 
their desks.  

Commit to memory how your body feels in this position.  

Now, unfold yourself. Return to a sitting position.  

Go ahead and stand, placing your feet a little wider than your hips.  

Reach your hands up into the air. Stretch way, way, way up above your head.  

Notice how your body feels now.  

Breathe deeply.  

This is a “Power Pose,” in contrast to “duck and cover,” like what I did during my 
encounter with that professor. 

Don’t go through life in “duck and cover.” 

Remember this first Power Pose. Now get ready to take a second Power Pose.  

READY? 

Bring your knuckles to your lower back. Tilt your chin upwards. Open your heart.  

This is “Power Pose” number 2.  Breathe.  

Dr. Amy Cuddy is a Harvard researcher who has studied how posture relates to 
fear, particularly fear associated with stressful situations, like, say…job interviews.  

She learned that people who hold Power Pose 1 (demonstrate) and Power Pose 2 
(resume hands on low back) for only 2 minutes do better in job interviews, and are 
more likely to land the job that they want.  

So the next time you are in the rest room of an office building, look above the 
stalls. Maybe you will see the hands of someone who is in there getting prepared 
for a job interview.  

Power poses work for any challenge, any time, any place.  

Getting out of one job and into another.  
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Asking for a promotion.  

Negotiating a higher salary.  

Anticipating your yearly evaluation.  

Preparing for a difficult conversation with someone. 

Just before you begin, take a power pose, ground your feet and breathe. It will 
help.  

So, add “Power Pose” to your THRIVE PACK. 

Resume Power Pose 2, the one with knuckles on your low back.  

For this next part, you might want to close your eyes, but it’s also fine if you keep 
them open. Bring to mind people you feel grateful for. Breathe. Can you see them? 
Are they in front of you? 

These are people who you want to THANK for supporting you during the journey 
that brought you here today. Maybe they are here, and maybe they cannot be here 
in body but are here in spirit. All of us, graduating students and the rest of us, have 
people who help us along the way.  

Now, add yourself to the image.  

Look at the group that includes you. Let’s bring our voices together and speak the 
words, “Thank you.” (All together)  

“Thank you.”  

Beautiful. Let´s say it one more time.  

“Thank you.” 

Now you can sit. Pay attention to how your seat connects to the chair. Keep your 
feet grounded. Keep breathing mindfully. And put Gratitude into your THRIVE 
PACK.  

I imagine you have heard of the Hero’s Journey. Dr. Joseph Campbell was a 
mythologist, writer and teacher, and he talked about the Hero’s Journey having 
three phases: The Call to Adventure, the Adventure, and the Coming Home. 

The first phase, The Call to Adventure, catches heroes by surprise. There they are, 
going about their normal lives, when suddenly…there is a Call. 
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Hagrid burst in on Harry Potter on his 11th birthday.  Luke stumbled upon Leia’s 
hologram message. In an instant, everything changed.  

They heard the Call and answered it. 

The second phase, The Adventure, is when the action actually happens. And that is 
when heroes need a THRIVE PACK filled with POWER TOOLS.  

Hermione, Harry and Ron have magic. Leia, Luke and Yoda have the Force. All of 
them have deep love for one another.  

Each of us has the potential to be heroes in our own journeys.  

All we have to do is answer, “yes!” when we hear the CALL TO ADVENTURE.  

 

Before coming here last year, I had a 40-year absence from Bay Path. Returning 
here, I am seeing a LOT of heroes.  

Action heroes who have transformed a small junior college into a thriving 
University! 

My graduation was outside under the hot sun in front of Deepwood Hall.  

The 1970s were a time of tremendous social, political and professional upheaval. 
We were wrestling with breaking long-entrenched gender and racial patterns, and 
many fears and conflicts were part of that process.  

It is so inspiring to see what the University is today—as exemplified by you—the 
students who make up this accomplished graduating class. 

Yes, I see a lot of heroes here.  

Heroes attract and inspire others to be heroes.  

This University makes it possible for thousands of people to pursue their dreams 
and take action. What halts ACTION in its tracks?  

Fear of Failure.  

I say, “Fail gloriously. And often. From failure, we grow.” 

When I asked you the question “What are you afraid of?” you replied, “I am afraid 
of failure.” 

Then I asked you, “What do you hope for?”   
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And you replied: “I hope I am wrong about how I am going to fail.”  

We ease our fear with HOPE.  

The hope that we are wrong about failing.  

I received a gift long ago from a wise person, a phrase that has served me well. 
Here it is: 

I can only know what I know when I know it.  

When I first heard it, I dismissed it as cliché…of course, I know what I know when 
I know it. Later, I discovered its usefulness when I applied it to real life. It helps 
me… 

Accept where I am, and 

Forgive myself for not being different than I am right now 

I accept and I forgive. 

What if I knew that phrase when I was with that histology professor?  Let’s say I 
still felt shock and fear, and still stumbled out of his office. But when I calmed 
down, what if I said to myself, “I can only know what I know when I know it”? 

What would I be accepting and forgiving? 

I would have accepted that I did not know as much histology as I needed to pass 
the midterm.  

I would not have blamed my failing the midterm on trying to do too much…study 
medicine and be a mother and everything else I was feeling guilty about. 

I would have forgiven myself for not knowing everything I needed to know to do 
everything I wanted to do at that time in my life.   

“I can only know what I know when I know it.” 

Let’s apply those words to what you wrote me when I asked you what you are 
afraid of.   

If you feel like it, put one hand over your heart and the other over your belly. 
Breathe and say the statement with me…“I can only know what I know when I 
know it.” 

YOU TOLD ME: I am afraid that I am not ready to be a real adult.  
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BREATHE 

I can only know what I know when I know it. 

What do real adults need to accept and forgive?  

We accept that what we know today is less than what we will know tomorrow, as 
long as we keep putting one foot in front of the other, growing and learning.  

We invest in ourselves by becoming educated so that we can follow our dreams.  

We forgive ourselves when we fail at something. We learn from our mistakes…so 
next time goes differently.  

And we accept that we no longer know all the songs on the radio.  

YOU TOLD ME: I fear that I have not done enough for myself and my 
children to prepare us for the unpredictable future. 

BREATHE 

I can only know what I know when I know it. 

We accept that the future is unpredictable, so we shift our focus to “preparing.”  

We accept that when we make mistakes and fail, we will get knocked off balance.  

It’s a certainty…we will get knocked off balance.  

Our preparations help us rebalance more and more quickly with increasing ease 
and grace.  

We welcome our failures as opportunities to grow and make an important 
distinction:  

We learn the difference between EXPERIENCES of failure and BEING failures.  

Joseph Campbell said, “Where you stumble and fall, there you discover the gold.” 

Forgive yourself for FALLING. If you don’t fall, you aren’t doing anything that 
challenges you. 

Fear of failure drives so much of our lives.  

Let’s say it again, and put that statement, that third power tool, into the THRIVE 
PACK:  

Together: I can only know what I know when I know it.   
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Please stand one more time. Can you feel the added weight in your THRIVE 
PACK?  

It has three new power tools in it! Stretch your arms above your head. Can you feel 
the Power Poses in it? The Gratitude? The phrase “I can only know what I know 
when I know it”? 

All those power tools under our regalia!  

Let’s say together: I am an action hero!  

Pretty good! Try it again… 

I am an action hero! 

Wow! Such power! 

And one more time… 

I am an action hero! 

LET’S HEAR IT FOR THE ACTION HERO CLASS OF 2017! 


