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Convocation Speech 

 

The past summer, I was in a number of uncomfortable situations. 

 

It all started when I deplaned in Amsterdam, bike helmet in hand, completely 

unsure of what I was getting myself into. After collecting my bike from the 

baggage claim, I began dragging the box across the airport, creating a painful, 

squeaky noise that attracted the attention of hundreds of travelers. People stopped 

me and asked questions, many of which I couldn’t understand because they were in 

Dutch. 

 

“What race are you competing in?” asked a man carrying a bike. 

 

Race? At that point, I was just focused on surviving. To say the least, these 

questions didn’t reduce my anxiety about embarking on a 2400 kilometer bike tour 

to Barcelona with a group of complete strangers. 

 

When I, along with ten other teenagers, arrived at the campsite for the first night of 

the trip, the leaders stood up and said: 

“Start unboxing your bikes and begin putting them together. We have some extra 

multi-tools if you need them. Holler if you need help.” 

 

As others sprung into action, I gingerly opened my box with an X-acto knife. I had 

never before built a bike. 

 

Looking around without trying to make it too obvious that I was clueless, I saw 

that I was supposed to attach the headset and put the seat in its place. Next came 

the wheels and finally the pedals. The first pedal went in without a problem, but 

the second one wasn’t as simple. I continued twisting the pedal with as much force 

as possible until I was satisfied with its position. Skewers tightened and tires 

pumped, I took a step back to admire my work and inspect my grease-covered 

hands. 



 

 

 

The following morning, we embarked on our first ride. After breaking for lunch, I 

began feeling a weird twisting motion below my foot. At first, I was sure that the 

clip for my bike shoe just needed to be tightened. However, after tightening it, the 

problem persisted. Next thing you know, I look down and see my pedal still 

connected to my shoe but totally detached from the bike. I slowly rolled to a stop. 

I looked down at the hole where my pedal should have been and wiped away a 

silver-colored paste that coated the edges. Little did I know, that silver paste was 

the now ground-up thread designed to keep the pedal in place. 

 

Yes, I had put the pedal in the wrong way. My immediate thought was to somehow 

jerry-rig a solution to the problem. At first, I thought about duct tape, but I soon 

realized that it was an impractical idea. Next, I tried zip ties. I thought 9 zip ties 

would be enough to hold it in place, but you apply a surprising amount of force 

with each rotation of the pedals, and after pedaling once, I broke through all of 

them. 

 

Out of ideas, I told the rest of the group that I would probably have to take a taxi 

for the rest of the day. No one got mad. People reached out and offered to help 

rather than rolling their eyes. 

 

To keep it short, we ended up finding a bike store less than 500 meters back that, 

as luck would have it, somehow had a brand new Shimano 3x10 speed crankset for 

a Trek 520 in stock. 

 

So, what can we take away from this story? The main lesson I learned is how 

valuable a supportive community can be. From the moment I saw the concerned 

faces of my fellow group members after my pedal fell out, I knew that I was in for 

a great trip. I knew that if I was struggling, someone would be there to pick me up. 

And in that moment, I vowed to do the same for the rest of the group. That’s how 

communities work. 

 

Thinking back to that first day, if I had had the courage to simply ask someone the 

proper way to install a pedal, the whole incident never would have happened. I’m 



 

 

sure everyone in this room has been in a similar situation in class. You debate 

whether or not to ask a question because you are unsure if it’s a “stupid question,” 

and you eventually decide not to out of fear of being embarrassed. (Pause) This 

year, I challenge you to ask those questions because you should feel confident that 

everyone in that class and in the wider community has your back. 

 

Now reflect on the document you signed this morning: the Honor Code. For those 

of you who contemplated the significance of your signature, you were probably 

thinking about your agreement to not cheat or steal or lie. 

 

Yes, but it’s so much more than that. Think about that signature as a promise to 

support the people around you, especially when they improperly install a bike 

pedal. Mutual support and reciprocity form the basis of the entire Honor Code. It’s 

about uniting us all in community, and that is accomplished by helping others 

before helping oneself. By lifting each other up, everyone in this community will 

realize his or her full potential. 

 

Whether it is your first year here, your fourth, your thirteenth (like me), or your 

sixtieth (“Hi Coach”), I want you to embrace this concept of community. Focus on 

helping others. Lift people up when they are down. Speak up when things aren’t 

right. 

 

Over the course of the year, you will have days when the headwinds are so strong, 

you can’t go faster than 5 miles per hour. On these days, ask a friend to come to the front and 

block the wind for you. Sometimes, all you need is a little help and 

encouragement to accomplish something you previously thought was impossible. 

 

Thanks, and let’s have a great year. 


