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As the faculty know, I am really interested in the power of conversation: 
how I can become better at it, how you can develop the skills needed for it, and 
how a school becomes a community through it. And to start the year, I’m going to 
offer a challenge and a goal around how conversation will shape the culture and 
success of this year. 
 

Perhaps because I’ve been so dismayed by the quality of much of the 
national conversation and by the scarcity of good models from all corners of the 
political landscape, I returned this year thinking that perhaps we here, individually 
and collectively, might achieve a very different kind of discourse. But it was not 
just what I saw beyond our walls. I also thought that we could improve our own 
conversational abilities, individually and institutionally—and that’s very Taft, this 
idea that we can always get better. I returned convinced that conversation was at 
the very heart of our work here and that developing the passion for and skills in 
conversation had to be a goal. I returned with the commitment to share an explicit  
goal:  that each of us, at some time and hopefully often,  engaged in conversation 
that bettered us, others and the school. So there it is. I’ve said it. That’s a goal for 
the year. 
 

Conversation can be intellectual, emotional, spiritual communion, the verbal 
acts by which illuminate differences, find common ground, and deepen 
understanding. You know this. You’ve been part of such conversations. You put 
your device away. A topic surfaces. You look someone in the eye. You speak. You 
listen. And maybe some bond draws you together, a light falls on an issue, the 
horizon suddenly opens.  
 
 And the conversation might be accidental and unscripted. A few days ago, I 
chatted with Bawa on the soccer field, and I asked about his summer. He had not 
returned to Ghana, he shared, and instead spent the summer with the Bairds near 
Chicago. A year ago he did not know who they even were; today they are like a 
second family. How did that possibly happen? He told me about his opening days 
here:  “My first day, Karalyn sought me out to introduce herself. She said ‘You’ll 



be rooming with my brother and I wanted to say hi.’ It made me feel welcomed, 
just that conversation.” Imagine the mutual learning. Imagine the horizons that 
opened. Imagine how much his and their lives changed because of that single 
moment someone, caring and curious, began a conversation.  
 
 We are so blessed to live and learn in this school, all of us, students and 
faculty alike.  Everything about this place serves to create conversation.  The 
design of the campus brings us into perpetual contact with each other. The Main 
Hall and the pathways are like rivers where we flow shoulder to shoulder, under 
the flags of nations hanging like leaves, find ourselves pausing together on corners, 
eddied in small groups when the current slows.  Our classes are small, and teachers 
construct them to draw you out, to ask you to speak, to encourage you to respond.  
Our traditions—like School Meetings, sit down dinners—make it impossible not to 
engage each other.  The dormitories, common rooms, benches all pull us together, 
day and boarder, boy and girl. 
 

And so Taft is about conversations, and conversations are how a community 
is built, how we enhance our understanding of each other, how we develop the 
skills of respectful debate and empathic listening, and how we raise understanding 
of complicated ideas, how we encounter experiences beyond what we know, in and 
out of the classroom. 
 
 What if we elevated the art of conversation to a place that sadly we do not 
see in the national discourse? What if each of us committed to talking with and 
listening to others, especially those with whom we appear to have little in 
common? What if we put aside our devices and were locked in, alert, focused—
uninterrupted and fully present? What if every class was a conversation of different 
insights, even opposing views, and every idea was voiced and every idea heard? 
What if the dining hall tables were crowded elbow to elbow, not with all girls or all 
boys or all teammates or all juniors, but with wonderfully different students who 
had something new and different to say to each other? What if in June, every one 
of us could say, “I was part of conversations, formal and informal, planned and 
unscripted, academic and personal, that bettered me, others and this school.” 
 
 Now, wouldn’t that be extraordinary? Can you imagine the learning, the 
energy? This place would take off like a rocket. 
 
 What I am describing is not something tangential to our work; it is our work. 
The education here is in an ancient tradition of the liberal arts, a conversational 
model that dates to the Greeks and Romans. It is an education aimed at creating a 



citizen able to think clearly, communicate cogently, debate respectfully, and 
collaborate fruitfully—and achieved through open and ongoing dialogue.  
 

The founder of the school, Horace Taft, was shaped by tradition, and this 
school, began in a small house in 1890, with a handful of students, talking around a 
dining room table.  Taft was committed to the education of the whole student—
that’s still our mission today.  
 
 And, this education comes only with free, robust, informed exploration of 
ideas. Through conversation, that is. Wesleyan president Michael Roth writes that 
a liberal education forces us to encounter that which may be strange and it 
“enlarges our horizon and perspective” and “develops the capacities for seeing 
possibilities and for relishing the world across borders we might otherwise not 
have dared to cross.” That’s what happens when you find yourself talking with 
someone who has an experience that’s different than yours. It’s liberating: we 
develop the skill and courage to go places we once feared. It’s exciting.  
 
 And that can happen and only will happen, if to every class, discussion and 
conversation you bring a willingness to get in and stay in conversation, especially 
on ideas that are new and challenging. Your experience here will at times 
completely discomfort you as you wrestle with perspectives different than your 
own, unsettle you as you recognize yours is not the only way to experience the 
world, challenge you as you find your own firmly held thinking shaken.  You will 
glimpse new worlds. This is what Roth is getting at when he says a liberal 
education should “continually confront us with perspicuous divergences that 
strengthen our ability to understand differences from various perspectives even as 
we learn to understand commonalities.”  Roth is offering an affirmation of 
everything we do here and a call to each of you to dive deeply, openly, vulnerably 
and courageously into conversations in and out of class—and perhaps to confront 
and respect new ideas that unsettle, provoke, illuminate, inspire and elevate. And 
he is describing a skill that you can practice and improve. 
 

What does that mean for us here? 
 
 First, we need to recognize that we communicate a lot more with fingers to 
screen that just a few years ago, and so we will have to make a shared effort to 
reclaim conversation.  That’s why we don’t walk the halls with headphones on. 
That’s why we don’t use our phones in public. That’s why this year your teachers, 
wanting your deep attention and presence, will ask if you have your phone with 
you to leave your devices on a shelf or basket when you enter class. That’s why 



you might be the one who says, “Hey, let’s be here for each other. Let’s put away 
our devices.” I’m like a favorite author, MIT professor Sherry Turkle, who writes, 
“I’m not anti-technology. I’m pro-conversation.” 
 
 Second, we also need to realize how our campus and our history beautifully 
encourage conversations, and we should take advantage of these places and 
traditions. Perhaps no place is more important or has more potential for vibrant 
conversation, profound learning, expanding of horizons, broadening inclusion, 
advancing understanding, and the growth of communication and listening skills, 
than the dining halls. I wish I could shuffle the entire student body like cards in my 
hands and deal you randomly among the table: imagine the conversations that 
would happen! You are all bright and interesting, you each bring unique 
perspectives, you have so much to offer and learn.  
 

And yet too often I walk in and see the potential squandered, with friends 
eating only with the same group, or a table of only boys or girls, or of just 
teammates, or of students from the same dorm, or of students with a shared 
background. We’ve all done that. To seek out familiarity is human, of course; and I 
am hardly judging here. But if this is the norm, it means you are missing 
something.  You’ve missed a great opportunity and failed to take advantage of the 
community we have worked so hard to create. It’s not easy to shake that habit, but 
nor is it impossible. If my goal is that we each have conversations that better 
ourselves, others and the school, I see the dining hall as a key place.  I look for 
leaders, in every class, who see the opportunity, who pull up a chair to sit or who 
pull out a chair to invite. And then you start talking: about Taft life, about the 
Meeting speaker, about a current event. When you leave you think, “I’m a better 
person for that,” and guess what: you helped someone else feel that. 
 

And, to be clear, these spaces are for all of you.  I will not accept the idea, 
for instance, that Prentice is a place for seniors only. We did not work with leading 
architects and spend millions of dollars to create a space that segregated or divided, 
that was not available and welcoming to all.  I recognize that there’s been an 
unwritten tradition, and there’s no bad intention, but I want to undo it, today, and I 
need your leadership, seniors especially, in doing so. If we are all together going to 
have conversations that better us, others and the school, we need to use the dining 
spaces even better to mix, welcome, risk, learn.  
 
 Most of all, we need to enter conversations around challenging and complex 
ideas, in and out of the classroom, with a combination of confidence and humility, 
as eager to listen as to speak, genuinely curious about others and aware that your 



views are not the only ones, and willing to accept in turn that you may be 
challenged and confront ideas that are new. No one can promise that you won’t 
have people disagree with you; no one can promise that you won’t encounter a 
perspective that really unsettles you. What I hope we can promise to ourselves as a 
community is that we will stay in conversations, that we will listen and respect 
differences, that we will debate with rigor and curiosity, that we will assume the 
best in others, and we might elevate our understanding of each other.  
 

You might be tempted to conclude this is some feel-good, Kumbaya vision. 
It’s not. It is idealistic and aspirational, but what I am describing is intensely 
practical A few nights ago I referenced to the dorm mons an important book 
entitled 21st Century Skills, by Bernie Trilling and Charles Fadel. They interviewed 
all kinds of successful men and women, leaders in various professions—CEO’s, 
presidents, directors: really big-time leaders—and asked, “What skills do you see 
as necessary for success today?” What they heard should not surprise you. Trilling 
and Fadel heard over and over that success required people to “demonstrate the 
ability to work effectively and respectfully with diverse teams.” Success required 
people who could “exercise flexibility and willingness to be helpful in making 
compromises to accomplish a goal.”  Success required people who could “assume 
shared responsibility for collaborative work and valued the individual contributions 
by each team member.”  
 

And here’s how they pull it together: “These skills are best learned socially, 
by directly communicating and collaborating with others.”  

 
What they are describing, and what I am urging, is that you see your days 

here as a rich opportunity to engage and converse with students and faculty, of all 
backgrounds and perspectives, to encounter ideas that are new, to find common 
ground, to deepen understanding, and to solve problems. This not just a moral 
imperative: it’s pragmatic. What I am describing is a set of skills that will 
ultimately separate those who can lead and those who never will. You want to limit 
your opportunities, not get the job you wanted, see your career stagnate, minimize 
your influence? Then just avoid conversation with people different than you. You 
want to lead in college and beyond, connect with others, better the world, serve 
others? Then just learn how to have a conversation, listen to others, explain your 
ideas, be open to difference, include voices, and collaborate creatively. You can 
start here. 
 

To miss this opportunity—by closing your mind to new ideas, by living 
uncurious about others, by fearing what you do not know—would be profoundly 



sad. Think, on the other hand, what you might experience and what we might be if 
every one of us shared a goal: that we engaged in conversation that bettered us, 
others and the school.  

 
Think how you might walk through the Centennial arch, diploma in hand, 

somehow changed and better, able to lead in ways that are so desperately needed, 
and leaving your school even stronger. 
 
 
 


