
Graduation 2015 Speech 
by Mark McElroy and Elizabeth Cho 

”I haven’t failed,  
I’ve just found 1,000 ways that won’t work.”  
Inspired by Jun Dodel, a G5 student who used on his spray paint piece a modification of 
Thomas Edison’s quote displayed at the ES art show,  
we wanted to share with you tonight three stories that fall under the 10,000 ways that won’t 
work….  
Lessons Learned by Ms Elizabeth Cho  
and Mr Mark McElroy. 

This is a speech about Mistakes. 

We’ve had many friends in our collective 70 years of life, and though the two of us grew up 
in very different parts of the world, we were amazed to find out that we shared !some 1
common friends and we reminisced over them while we were preparing for tonight; we 
imagine that many of you in the audience may be familiar with them, too! Just to name a 
few of many, their names were Invincibility, Invisibility, Imbibe-ry, Irrationality, Uncertainty, 
Debauchery, Loneliness, Laziness, Ignorance, Hastiness, Entitlement, Arrogance and Fear… 
mostly Fear of Disappointing Others.   

Story One.  My parents immigrated to the U.S. with four children when I was 9 years old.  I 
didn’t really know what big deal that was; I was just excited to get on an airplane for the 
first time ever and go where, in my mind, Cinderella was from.  Moving as permanent 
resident green card holders, the family was eligible to become naturalized citizens after 5 
years.   

My mom was the first to get her citizenship, and at that point, I was a minor so all that I had 
to do was fill out a couple of pages and send them in to become naturalized myself.  My 
mom left me with that task: fill out the paperwork since you’re better at English and mail it 
in.  Okay.    

At 14, that didn’t seem that important so I thought to myself, “Later.”  Laziness, 
procrastination and indifference supported my inaction full heartedly.  Before I knew it,18 
hit, and I could no longer just send in the papers. I was now an adult and had to fill out my 
own paper work as one, go through the interview process like my mom had… way more 
complicated.  I had better things to do! Like get ready for college.  Loans, scholarships, 
grants were all available to me as a permanent resident, so what was the big deal about 
having my citizenship? I was getting everything I deserved regardless. 

When I turned 21, I had a Fulbright opportunity - it was mine, in the palm of my hands, it 
was there - I could feel it, smell it, taste it.  I was it, I was gonna get it.  Of course I was, all 
that I’d prepared myself for, the hard work, I deserved the experience of a full scholarship, 
an educational opportunity that came once in a lifetime - the prestige, it was all mine… 
except when I let it slip through my fingers because not being an American citizen had 
finally caught up to me.  I couldn’t have it… I had to be a U.S. citizen.  Strike one. 
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Rightfully agitated in my mind, I got my butt into gear and finally sent in my paper work - 
that was it, right? I’d get it right away since I’d passed the interview with flying colors? No.  
And definitely not in time for me to interview with the CIA to train to be a Korean Language 
Officer; the recruiter reviewed my resume and transcript and loved me, and asked me what 
he thought was an obvious rhetorical question, “You’re of course a US citizen, yes?” to 
which I started to say, “Well… I am waiting for my naturalization papers and…” Before I 
could even finish that sentence, he took back the pen from my grip and said, “Good luck to 
you in life” and promptly, coldly dismissed me.  Strike two. 

When the papers finally arrived with an invitation for the swearing-in naturalization 
ceremony, I thought to myself, “About time.”  The legal swearing-in and signing of papers 
was at 1:00 PM so I took my lunch break from the law firm downtown where I was interning 
and decided to just walk down two blocks to attend.  The invitation had said there’d be a 
celebratory reception immediately following and I hadn’t understood what that meant: 
What was there to celebrate?  

When I got to the courthouse, walked into the courtroom, I sat with maybe a dozen or so 
others who were there to be sworn in as well.  I thought it’d be just us, but I was so 
surprised when I found an audience composed of friends, family members, generations of 
them, immigrant faces of the young and old waving American flags with tears in their eyes 
over this very accomplished moment for their loved one.  I hadn’t realized until that 
moment what this had meant; here I was, annoyed that my papers hadn’t come in time for 
my CIA interview, and yet there were those who had given up everything in their lives for 
this very moment.  How egocentric was I? 

I wondered whether it was my laziness or procrastination or immaturity that made me 
continually neglect to send in my papers for my US citizenship.  In the end, what I realized 
was that it was my sense of entitlement that had stopped me; my immature self thought 
that of course I deserved the best even when I did nothing to make myself worthy of it.  It 
was my uncle who’d written us the invitation letter to the US; it was my parents who’d given 
up their careers and friends to bring four kids to the land of opportunities; all that was 
asked of me was to simply mail in a few pages, but instead, I got angry and felt unjustified 
that I couldn’t do what I wanted to do on my timeline…. With this realization, to keep the 
third strike at bay, I tried to minimize my time with Entitlement and began to befriend 
Gratefulness little by little and she’s been my most faithful friend to this day. 
   
Story Two.  Moving to the United States to live for the first time at the age of 18, I was 
determined to fit right in.  Blonde hair, blue eyes allowed me to “look” the part in San 
Diego’s surf culture, so I went about figuring out how to actually surf.  My older brother 
Kevin, who had been living in San Diego for the past ten years, was the only teacher I could 
find within my budget.   

“Here’s a board,” he said.  “That’s the leash, attach it to whichever is your back leg.  Are 
you normal or goofy foot?  Whatever, you’ll figure it out.”  With our boards under our arms 
and leashes attached to whichever leg, we stood on the shoreline and peered out into the 
ocean.   
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He pointed at a a couple of different waves breaking and said, “Those are waves.”  I 
nodded, as if to confirm that they indeed, were waves.   

He pointed to the bubbling white froth that was very close to the shore and said, “That’s 
the whitewater.”  Again, I nodded, confirming that we both agreed on what the color white 
looked like.   

“You’re not going to learn in the whitewater,” he continued. “We’re going out to the actual 
waves. There’s no better place to learn than actual waves.  Follow me.”  He began to walk 
into the ocean but stopped after a few steps.  Okay, I thought, here comes the actual surf 
lesson.   

Instead, his last line was, “When you fall off of the board, be sure to feel a tugging at your 
leash leg before coming up to the surface.  That’s the only thing you need to remember.”  
He turned and jogged into the water until it was waist high, effortlessly glided onto his 
board and began paddling out into the surf.   

To keep this short, I won’t bore you with details of the next two hours… the 20 minutes it 
took just to get out to the break, the constant sucking in of saltwater through my nose, the 
number of surfers that I managed to anger by paddling right into their surfing line.  Nor will 
I paint the picture of the following three days of surfing where I paddled around the Pacific 
Ocean like a wounded sea lion whose mother forgot to teach proper swimming techniques 
after birth.  However, within a week of my first “tutorial” I knew what it felt like catch a wave, 
stand up on the board; knees bent, feet comfortably apart, fly down the face of the wave 
and make one turn before being jettisoned off of my board by the wave, tumbling around 
under water, waiting for the tug at my leash leg before pushing towards the surface. 

Fast forward two months, when my best friend from high school joined me in San Diego.  I 
set out to teach him how to surf.  By this time, I was able to catch almost any wave I 
wanted, could carve three or four turns on a single ride, and when the wave was over, land 
back on my board already paddling back out into the surf.  In my mind, I was awesome.  
And of course I was gonna teach my buddy… just to show him how awesome a surfer I was.   

I gave him the same tips my brother gave me: “There’s a wave, this is what white looks 
like…and be sure to feel the tugging at your leash leg before you come up.”  The rest of 
my day was ensuring that I made it abundantly clear that I was awesome.  I’d let him try to 
catch a wave and get tossed off of his board, thoroughly rocked by the ocean, then catch 
the next wave so I could calmly surf by him as he was struggling to collect himself and get 
back up on the board.  I looked so cool.   

Towards the end of the day we tried catching the same wave and we both successfully 
dropped in and rode the wave straight towards the shore.  Halfway into shore, he fell off his 
board.  After riding past him, I hopped off of my board, falling just below the surface of the 
water before touching the sand and immediately pushed myself back up to the surface…
BAM!  I felt the impact of my head against something solid, and I heard the crushing of my 
ego as I realized that I had forgotten the cardinal rule of the Kevin McElroy Surf School: 
When you fall off of the board, be sure to feel a tugging at your leash leg before coming up 
to the surface.   
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Luckily no one else had heard the crushing of my ego, so I started paddling back out into 
the surf next to my buddy, keeping cool, awesomeness intact.  

“Are you okay?” my buddy asked with wide eyes.   

“Of course.  Why?” I replied, hoping to cover up the fact that anything out of the ordinary 
might have happened.  He pointed down.  As I looked down, my normally white board 
looked so abnormally red.  I reached up to my forehead and felt a massive gash on my 
scalp.  It turns out, that surfboard fins are quite sharp and very hard.  I also found out that 
day that you cannot stitch closed a wound on your scalp, the skin is too tightly attached to 
your skull.  Instead, they use staples, yes staples, to hold your skin together.  I hope that 
none of you will ever find the need for staples, but if you do, know that they do not hurt 
while going in, but the feeling of taking them out is very disconcerting.  But I digress…. 

When I look back, what I really learned that day is that Arrogance leads you to forget the 
simplest rules of life that may literally save your life.  To keep the un-staplable gash at bay, I 
tried to minimize my time with Arrogance and began to befriend Humility little by little and 
she’s been my most faithful friend to this day. 

Story 3.  
I was on my path to med school.   

I was on my path to law school. 

My love of biology and science, the idea of helping people, but especially the twinkle in my 
dad’s eye every time we talked about me becoming a doctor had me convinced that this 
was what I was supposed to be. 

The 1.5 generation immigrant in me, the idea of helping people, but especially the pride in 
my mom’s eye who had given up everything to bring me to the states every time we talked 
about the prospect of me becoming a lawyer had me convinced that this was what I was 
supposed to be.   

Year 3 of university hit and I weighed the major things that didn’t quite add up for me: The 
minimum 8-yr-commitment I’d have to make followed by the indeterminable amount of 
time I’d have to work in the US to pay off the massive amount of debt I accrued which 
would prevent me from helping people who couldn’t afford healthcare.  I struggled that 
third year studying for my MCATs with my internal battle of knowing that I didn’t want to 
become  doctor anymore. 

Year 3 of university hit and I sat for my LSATs, miserable. I reflected on the happiest 
moments of my university years and those weren’t found within my internships at Buchanan 
Ingersoll, one of the biggest law firms in Pittsburgh.  They lay in the smiles of the high 
school students in the after school homework programs, in reading Stanley Aronowitz’s 
Knowledge Factory and Jonathan Kozol’s Savage Inequalities.  

We were about to crush our parents.  We were petrified.  
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My anxiety was palpable as I continued to skirt around the news I was about to break to 
them over dinner.  I don’t remember how I even told them, but I vividly remember fearing 
that I was going to see that twinkle die in my dad’s eyes… but it never did.  Nor were they 
disappointed even in the least.  Fast forward three years, when I broke the news that I was 
gonna be a teacher overseas, they were… ecstatic.  So what was it that I was so afraid of? 

“Why were you so afraid to tell us?” my mom asked when I told my parents in tears that law 
school wasn’t for me, that I wanted to go for my masters instead in education.  To my relief, 
the pride continued to beam in my mom’s eyes as she affirmed, “That’s great! That’s a 
perfect path for you, Heejin-ah.  You’d be the best teacher there is.” 

Fear had told us we’d let others down.  Fear had the best of us, but with our parents’ 
reactions, we learned to spend more time with Trust who told us that we’re lovable, 
valuable and worthy of following our hearts’ passions. 

So what do we want to convey to you, Class of 2015, of all the friends that we’ve met? That 
you will probably meet them too, ageless, strong and relentless.  But, please don’t forget 
that there are those who love you unconditionally for who you are, what you are, what you 
will become — we’re sitting in this room with you.   

Don’t let Entitlement tell you that you deserve something you didn’t prepare yourself for; 
let Gratefulness keep you grounded.  Don’t let Arrogance make you take foolish risks.  Take 
smart ones that Humility offers you.  Don’t let the fear of letting others down cripple you.  
Trust that you deserve happiness.  Meet these friends, even if you’re unsure of the 
outcome, because they might just lead you to the right friends that you need in life. 

Some things you’ll just need to move on from.  It’s like leaving the senior flag that you 
worked on until 4 in the morning at the mud caves. It’s like believing that your cooking 
pictures were better than the other team’s and yet you find yourselves being thrown into 
the river before breakfast anyway.  It’s like not getting to wake up in the morning in 
Compton even though you know you’re innocent… and though it may seem unfair at the 
time, learning that it makes sense sometimes to just let it go. 

Never stop learning. I just finished watching Frozen for the very first time, so I understand 
what Ms Cho is alluding to here.  Like me, I hope you learn something new every day.  I 
firmly believe that when you give up your desire to learn, life is gonna become pretty 
boring, pretty quickly. 

Find your 10,000 ways that won’t work, because we trust that you’ll find the ways that will 
work indeed on that very journey. 

It’s been our honor to be learners with you.  Thank you for having been so resilient and 
beautiful.  

Class of 2015, on behalf of the faculty members here at SIS who have loved watching you 
grow into the young men and women that you are today, congratulations.  You did it! 
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