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Speech delivered at the Masters’ ceremony for graduate students in the medical school May 19, 

2012 

 

May, 2012 

 

Good afternoon! 

 

 I add my congratulations to those of Mr. Hajim, President Seligman, and Dr. Lord. The 

receipt of an advanced degree is a major accomplishment. Professional knowledge you have 

acquired during your graduate studies will be outdated rapidly. Thus,  you must continue to read, 

to think, and to remain forever curious throughout your lifetimes.   

One component of your lives, however, that never changes is the importance of your 

family and friends. Those relationships are the most enduring and, hopefully, fulfilling portion of 

one’s life.  Take good care of yourself physically, emotionally, and spiritually, so that you can 

nurture your families and fully enjoy your professional lives. 

My remarks today are based on  Eleanor Roosevelt’s 1962 book, “Learn by Living”. 

Since some of you may not be familiar with Mrs. Roosevelt, let me just say a few words about 

her first. 

Mrs. Roosevelt had strong opinions about everyone’s basic rights. Some of her era 

believed them, and her, to be radical. Although born to privilege, she spent much of her time 

demonstrating the unfairness of society to those not privileged. She worked tirelessly on behalf 

of poor and undereducated people. She advocated actively for women’s rights and women’s 

desire for equal status.  Several of the tenets from her 1962 book will provide the basis of my 

message today.  
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1.) LEARN TO LEARN: I would modify that idea with “LOVE TO LEARN”; 

2.) WORK AS AN INDIVIDUAL; but at the same time, ENGAGE IN 

COLLABORATION AND TEAM-WORK; 

3.) USE TIME WISELY;  

4.) BE ACCOUNTABLE, RESPONSIBLE, AND OF HIGH, CONSISTENT 

INTEGRITY. 

1.  “LEARN TO LEARN” (LOVE   TO LEARN) 

 

     Today we celebrate your accomplishments, amply demonstrating that you have all 

“learned to learn” or at least, you learned to study!  Learning never stops and is a life-time 

calling. Continue asking questions, reading, and surrounding yourselves with others who are 

curious and who may create ideas that you never even imagined.  Know your field with the most 

recent literature; create new ideas and literature focusing on the question of “How can I improve 

upon the present and/or skillfully maintain that which is already working?” A futuristic approach 

to lifetime improvement will help you reach further and think more.    

Take creative time away from your work as new insights about your work sometimes 

occur most unexpectedly.  Keep an open mind and create your own opinions based upon the 

most timely information and your own study.   

In 1978, Dr. David Hamilton Smith, then chair of our department of pediatrics, said, 

“Ideas are free; keep thinking and generating them.” I have never forgotten that statement and 

that wonderful message of our then- chair.  
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As an individual, continue to pursue those ideas that most fascinate you.  If you remain in 

an academic setting and teach, surround yourself with the young; gently inspire them to ask 

questions and stretch their imaginations; encourage and welcome their questions, as indeed you 

will be inspired to continue to learn and to teach.   

Never exploit the ideas of others, young or old.  There is an endless supply of ideas that 

come from both within the individual and from teams of individuals. 

2. INDIVIDUALS AND COLLABORATION 

It is individuals either alone and/or in teams from which ideas, inspiration, and insights 

flow.  For example, in the clinical setting, the patient’s symptoms may not fit all the published 

criteria for a specific diagnosis.  The curious clinician asks the question of “Why; why is this?”  

The creative physician will continue to probe until the whys become clearer.    Sometimes, we 

find answers after discussion with others, and at other times, we can’t make the precise 

diagnosis, but each probing may take us closer to understanding the total picture.   

The clinician can make observations and then go to the laboratory, where either he/she or 

a team of investigators can discuss hypotheses about the diagnosis.  

 In short, ideas are generated with an individual patient and an individual caretaker, and 

then taken to the laboratory. (By the way, the “laboratory” may be an extensive search of the 

literature on the internet and/or literally a trip to the laboratory where others with greater skills 

may be able to answer the questions). Time does not allow several examples of this challenging 

experience that clinician-scientists all know well, but let me cite at least one dramatic example of 

the power of the individual and the power of collaboration in asking/answering questions.   

The pediatric vaccines developed at this great University and its medical center have 

resulted from the clinician observing perfectly healthy children dying from potentially 
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preventable diseases. They and others decided to identify the microbiologic and/or immunologic 

origins of these conditions. They realized that if the basic cause of the disease were clarified that 

perhaps a vaccine could be developed that might eradicate these illnesses completely.  

History tells us that within the four walls of our medical center,  clinical observations, 

epidemiology, and basic science converged and allowed creation of two world-class children’s 

vaccines and from the technology of one of those, a third children’s vaccine. The once fatal 

conditions, to which the vaccines were directed, are now rarely seen in clinical settings all over 

the world among immunized children. (It was Dr. Smith, whom I mentioned earlier, who headed 

the scientific team that created the original vaccine (HiB vaccine) against Hemophilus 

influenzae, type b, a scourge of early childhood). Most of our trainees and young pediatricians 

have never cared for a child with an illness caused by “H.flu”. 

I now quote Mrs. Roosevelt, “… the worst threat comes from within, from a man or 

woman’s apathy to give up the one thing that is him or herself, his value and meaning as a 

person, his individuality”, and I might add, creativity.”      

 

 

 

3. THE USE OF TIME 

Time, like life, is a precious gift; use it well and respect others’ time. Each day is unique.  

Set goals and adhere flexibly to time-frames that you set. Take control of your time and manage 

it wisely.  Identify others who truly utilize time well, and follow their lead; avoid others who 

waste time.  
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      However, what may seem like a “waste of time” may not actually be, as it may be the 

moment of greatest insight, particularly if it is reading, doing one more laboratory experiment 

not in the protocol, or following up on a research finding.  Chatting with a colleague about far-

reaching topics, taking a walk, or taking a few minutes to help someone else may prove to be the 

best use of time.  These are all purposeful acts and hopefully will enhance whatever else it is that 

you are doing.  

Harnessing time and utilizing it effectively can be a challenge, particularly to individuals 

who are entering a new job, and who may for the first time in one’s professional life be given the 

freedom to have some flexible time. Use the unstructured time well. However, as is true in life, 

everything needs to be in balance. Do not over-structure your time lest you miss nuances, 

including opportunities to create and follow new ideas.  

 

4.  RESPONSIBILITY, ACCOUNTABILITY, AND INTEGRITY 

 The last message that I have is to acknowledge that you have achieved this great honor 

that you celebrate today by being responsible, accountable persons.  Continue to feel the same 

degree of responsibility and accountability in the future.  At the end of the day, your integrity is 

everything.  For persons who lack integrity, there may be short-term gains, but what I like to call 

long-term morbidity. 

 In summary, I would ask you to consider heeding Mrs. Roosevelt’s ideas of: 

 

 

1.)  LEARNING TO LEARN;  

2.)  THE IMPORTANCE OF THE INDIVIDUAL AND COLLABORATION; 
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 3.) THE USE OF TIME; and  

         4.)  RESPONSIBILITY, ACCOUNTABILITY, AND CONSISTENT INTEGRITY.  

Let us rejoice on this special day, “GAUDEAMUS’ 

And….  

If you remember no other message, please remember our University motto,  

MELIORA-EVER BETTER!  

 


