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Graduation Remarks – Class of 2017 

May 29, 2017 

Stephanie Balmer, Head of School 

Harpeth Hall School 

 

 

Congratulations Class of 2017! There is so much excitement and spontaneous celebrating 

this weekend! We are overjoyed that you have reached your graduation from Harpeth 

Hall. It is gratifying for us – your parents, families, faculty, staff and friends – to 

celebrate this important milestone with you.  

 

The Places You Have Seen in 20-17 have been great in reach – including Australia, 

Germany, Japan, France, Spain, Uganda, Panama, South Africa, New York City, and 

Washington for Winterim, and many U.S. states and countries all over the world. You 

have been fearless risk-takers, and have led confidently. You have advocated for each 

other, supported each other, and loved each other. You have represented the best of 

Harpeth Hall in many ways with your academic, leadership and athletic prowess and your 

college choices – 30 National Merit Finalists and Commended Scholars, dozens of 

Scholastic Writing and Arts Awards, state championships, and 62 colleges and 

universities in 24 U.S. States, the District of Columbia, Canada and Scotland, just to 

name a few. You adore and respect your faculty, and in turn, have high hopes for your 

college years given their expectations of you.   

 

I suspect that many of you have experienced the disappointment and serendipity of 

setbacks while at Harpeth Hall. Perhaps you did not earn a place on the upper school 

team of your choice and discovered an interest in another sport or had time to more fully 

immerse yourself in community service. Or perhaps, you did not receive the part for 

which you auditioned, but came to enjoy another aspect of the theatre. Or perhaps, when 

you didn’t get a top course choice, you discovered a new academic interest. Life is full of 

both disappointments and failures...for everyone, including very successful people. It’s 

how you respond to the inevitable setbacks that determines whether you’ll ultimately 

thrive.  

 

If you think back on your time at Harpeth Hall, your experiences here have also 

demonstrated the value of hard work and the importance of small steps that when layered 

together amount to something much greater. Hours of community service in Nashville, 

Uganda and the Dominican Republic have made a difference in many people’s lives, 

including your own. Hours of practice and your tech prowess are what made the many 

theatre, choral, dance and orchestra concerts seem so effortless to those of us in the 

audience. Those of you who worked on our campus publications – Hallmarks, 

Milestones, Logos and LogosNow – appreciate the importance of painstakingly paying 

attention to small details, and the many of you who played on championship teams during 

your Harpeth Hall years know that those titles were the culmination of hundreds of hours 

of practice and training. There is simply no substitute for practice and hard work in 

school or in life.  
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I don’t have to tell your class about the power of unity, because you’ve amply 

demonstrated that this year. From Opening Convocation as tacky tourists to your 

formidable Mock Trial successes, from your All-State and Mid-State choral and orchestra 

honors to your Middle Tennessee Science and Engineering Festival awards, from your 

multiple swimming and diving, track and field, and riflery state titles to your recent 

varsity lacrosse win against rival Ensworth, from your impressive prom reveal video 

announcing A Night in Neverland to Senior Fun Day, from your thousands of hours to 

service learning to building a robot, you have demonstrated how a community working 

together can both accomplish something of significance and have fun.  

 

Just as groups or societies can harden into set beliefs, so too can people become rigid in 

their thoughts and closed to new ideas. It’s easy and tempting to dismiss or vilify people 

with whom you disagree, but, as I hope you have learned at Harpeth Hall, it’s much more 

productive to engage people with different beliefs in a conversation or debate. Although 

you probably won’t fundamentally alter your point of view, you’re likely to learn 

something and deepen your own understanding of an issue or a situation by considering 

another perspective.  

 

“There is wisdom in the resistance.” What is meant by this phrase is that just as you have 

good, rational arguments for what you believe, you should assume that most people with 

whom you disagree also have thoughtful reasons for their points of view. While you 

might never agree with your opponents, you can usually develop a deeper, more nuanced 

understanding of an issue by grasping alternative interpretations.  

 

In our cosmopolitan, global world, you will come in contact with people with very 

different beliefs and perceptions than your own. It’s our differences in part that make the 

world such a vibrant place, and I encourage you to carefully listen to each other and to 

your future classmates and to try to make the best sense we can of others’ points of view.  

 

In her new book Option B, Sheryl Sandberg talks about resilience. To paraphrase her: 

“Resilience is the strength and speed of our response to adversity. We all encounter 

hardships. Some we see coming; others take us by surprise… The question is: When 

these things happen, what do we do next?”  

 

It is inevitable that you will encounter setbacks and failures in your career paths and your 

personal journeys. It is my hope that your time on this campus has given you strength and 

resilience and shown you that you have the toolkit to help yourself. So, do not be afraid 

of failure. The more you fail and recover and improve, the better you are as a person. I 

know you have resilience, and I know you are prepared. You have many options.  

 

My ultimate wish for each of you as you graduate from Harpeth Hall is that you’ll 

embrace your lives – the opportunities and the challenges, the accomplishments and the 

setbacks, the excitement and the disappointments, your supporters and your opposition – 

as fully and positively as you’ve participated in your experiences here, so that gradually 

over time you’ll find work worth doing that interests you.  
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To end, I’d like to borrow the lyrics from your Step Singing song Wide Open Spaces. 

“She needs wide open spaces; Room to make her big mistakes; She needs new faces; She 

knows the high stakes.” So go forth, Class of 2017. You have made Harpeth Hall “not 

less, but greater, better and more beautiful than it was transmitted to you,” and we are 

deeply proud of you. Congratulations and best wishes to this most special class.  


