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Thank you, Armistead.  I, too, want to welcome everyone to Harpeth Hall.   

To the alumnae in the audience, welcome back.  It’s great to have you on campus again.  

To family and friends visiting Harpeth Hall for the first time, you are in for a treat.  Harpeth Hall 

is a wonderful place where girls are eager to learn, appreciative of the teachers who inspire them, 

and grateful for the support they receive from their classmates.   

Harpeth Hall is an extraordinary community; the relationships between students, among 

students and faculty, and the personal attention that each student receives is at the heart of all we 

do.  Students are known by name at Harpeth Hall, supported when they encounter challenges, 

and encouraged to try something new.   

To the Harpeth Hall parents in the audience, thank you for sharing your daughters with 

us.  Working with these creative, compassionate, highly talented, self-motivated girls is the 

reason I look forward to coming to work each day.  Girls, you never cease to amaze me and you 

often exceed my expectations, and for that, I will always be grateful and proud of you. 

And finally, to the Class of 2018, thank you for asking me to speak.  It is a privilege and 

an honor to be in front of you tonight.  It is especially meaningful to me because your class holds 

a special place in my heart.  It has been an emotion-filled year.  Together, we celebrated your 

successes and we leaned on each other in times of devastating loss. Especially now, I have a 

heavy heart as I think of Dr. Balmer, her impact, and how much we miss her.   

Your class is 100 strong; individually and collectively, you are remarkable.  As Dr. 

Echerd recently said, “Anyone who thinks that every student at Harpeth Hall is the same has 

never met the Class of 2018.”  Like the stars in the Galaxy, you each shine in your own distinct 

way, however, when combined together, it’s a spectacular sight to see.  Thank you for the light 

and guidance you have provided to the Harpeth Hall community this year. 

Last year, at Step Singing, you took the senior pledge saying “we will transmit this 

school, not less, but greater, better, and more beautiful than it was transmitted to us.”  You took 

these words to heart and you returned to campus in August, ready to lead, trying your best to 

uphold this tall order.  You have led confidently – supporting each other by boisterously cheering 

at a game, enthusiastically applauding at the spring dance concert or One Act performances, 

marveling at the incredible talent of classmates at the AP Studio Art show, or dancing the night 

away at the Act Now Sock Hop.  You treasured your days in plaid, especially the last few, and 

you shed heartfelt tears when faced with your last Harpeth Hall event, such as your last day 

wearing your Harpeth Hall uniform.   
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When thinking about this speech, I thought about advice for you as you start this next 

chapter of your life.  Given that you each have numerous pages of Google Docs filled with 

college essay drafts that you meticulously crafted with the help of your College Counselor, I 

thought it only fitting that I answer one of my favorites prompts from this year – Wake Forest’s 

Top Ten list.   

Girls, here is a Top 10 List for Life: 

1. Be kind to yourself and to others.   

 

2. Find the joy not only in learning, but in the simple pleasures of everyday life.   

 

3. Appreciate the struggle.  It’s in the struggle that we grow. 

 

4. Remember Ashley’s wise words from opening convocation: “You are smart.  You are 

capable.  You will pull it off.” 

 

5. When you feel stressed, remember to breathe and take a moment to appreciate all of the 

good things in your life and for what specifically you are grateful. 

 

6. Be your authentic self – those who are drawn to the real you will be life-long friends. 

 

7. Dream big, imagine the possibilities, and be open to new opportunities. 

 

8. Take healthy risks and ask yourself what would you do if you were not afraid? 

 

9. The power of positivity is real – how you react to something is in your control so smile, 

laugh, and look at the bright side. 

 

10. Ask questions and learn from those around you. 

 

Girls, I encourage you to seek out mentors from this point forward in your life.  Some of you 

have already started doing this and I applaud you.  The ability to learn from other people is an 

incredible gift. 

Throughout college and my professional life, I have been fortunate to have wonderful 

mentors who have taken an interest in me and invested in my personal and professional growth.  

Today, I want to recognize three people in particular.   

The first is Dean Jim McLeod, the former Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at 

Washington University, my alma mater.  Dean McLeod was loved by all who knew him.  He 

always made time for his students, listening more than he talked, and providing sage advice.  

Two of his sayings still stand out to me.  First, “Words matter.”  This simple statement is easy to 

gloss over and take for granted when you first hear it, but when you stop and really think about 
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it, it’s a powerful reminder of the impact our words have.  Girls, you have found your voice at 

Harpeth Hall – please continue to use it even after your days in plaid.  Advocate for what you 

believe in.  Stand up for yourself and for those who are voiceless. 

Dean McLeod also firmly believed that each student should be known by name and story.  

Experiencing the benefits of this first-hand, I have adopted this mantra.  I strive to know each of 

my students by name and to know her story.  Looking out at the girls gathered on the lawn 

tonight, not just the Class of 2018, but also the rising seniors, juniors, and sophomores, as well as 

the young alumnae in the audience, I can’t help but smile as I think about each of your stories.   

In my role as College Counselor, I am incredibly lucky to get to know our girls on a personal 

level.  They share with me their hopes, their dreams, and their fears.  Each year, when I ask my 

seniors what they have most enjoyed about Harpeth Hall, after citing their friendships, the two 

things they always mention are the faculty and the all-girls environment.  Harpeth Hall strives to 

be a place where each student can be her authentic self.  A safe place to discover who you are, 

and pen your personal story that is unfolding with each passing day. 

The second mentor who comes to mind is Ms. Ann Teaff, who is here tonight.  Ms. Teaff 

ably served as Head of School at Harpeth Hall for 16 years and she is the reason I am at Harpeth 

Hall.  While perfectly happy in my previous job, all it took was one hour-long conversation with 

Ms. Teaff for me to know that I wanted to work for her and more importantly, learn from her.   

There are so many reasons I adore and respect Ms. Teaff.  She always put the needs of the 

girls and the School first.  She set a high bar for all of us, which was challenging at times, but 

also empowering.  She expected our best, and believed in the ability of the students, faculty, and 

staff to rise to the occasion, which fostered a sense of pride not only in our work, but also in our 

School.  Ms. Teaff is an invaluable mentor and I will forever be grateful to her for bringing me to 

Harpeth Hall and for her unwavering support.  

And finally, Dr. Stephanie Balmer – someone we know, love, and greatly miss.  We all wish 

she was here today – she is with us in spirit.  Seniors, you were 9th graders when Dr. Balmer first 

started at Harpeth Hall, and there will always be a special bond between her and the Class of 

2018.  Dr. Balmer was a friend, colleague, mentor, and bright light not only to me, but to all who 

knew her and loved her.   

I recently re-read an email that I sent to Dr. Tidwell recommending Dr. Balmer for 

consideration when Ms. Teaff announced her retirement.  In it, I said, “Stephanie is poised, 

articulate, and easy to get to know.  She has a true gift for making personal connections and she 

would be a dynamic role model for our girls.”  Thankfully, five years later, these words still ring 

true.  We have all benefitted from having Dr. Balmer in our lives and she leaves an incredible 

legacy.   

Think of her radiant smile and draw strength.  Remember her love of 80s music, her 

wonderful sense of humor, and her ability to live each day to the fullest.  She was an inspiration 

to many and one of my most treasured mentors.  I find myself channeling Steph daily, 

remembering her phrases such as “assume goodwill” and “Why are we making work for 
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ourselves?”  I admire her ability to address each member of our community by name and devote 

her full attention to the person she was talking to, making you feel valued and heard.  

After her passing, a close friend of ours said, “Take care and hug everyone you care about, 

just like Stephanie always did.”  Stephanie brought joy into the lives of so many.  Girls, please 

know how much Dr. Balmer loved you and that she was deeply proud of you.   

As Dr. Tidwell said earlier this spring about Dr. Balmer, “Let us follow her example by 

leading impactful, meaningful lives. Let us leave our mark on this world as she has.”   

Seniors, in February, I asked you to take care of yourself and to take care of each other.  I 

hope you will continue to do this moving forward.  Tomorrow, you will walk up Souby Lawn, 

arm in arm with your classmates who have become more like your sisters during your time at 

Harpeth Hall.  These girls will be your touchstones moving forward.   

 

You will be cheered on by the faculty who have inspired you, challenged you, and most 

importantly believed in you.  When you thought, “I can’t…” your teachers reminded you to add 

the word “yet” at the end of your statement, helping you see that your abilities and capabilities 

far exceeded what you thought possible.  Your teachers have nurtured your sense of wonder and 

fueled your joy of learning.   

 

Girls, I encourage you to continue to stand in strength and take the lead.  Knowing you have 

the power to change the world for the better, our future is bright.  

 

Let Harpeth Hall be your North Star, a constant reminder of the people here who love you, 

believe in you, and a place that will always be your home.  On behalf of the Harpeth Hall faculty 

and staff, girls, we are so proud of you.  It’s been a privilege to share this chapter of your story 

with you.  We love you and we wish you well.  Big hugs to each of you.  


