
	  

	  

 
Remarks from Opening Convocation 2015 
 
S e p t e m b e r  8 ,  2 0 1 5  
 

Imagine our hallways and your locker areas filled with backpacks. The various colors, many 
with initials, brands, buttons on the outside — some backpacks have candy and snacks in 
them, others have a crazy number of interior pockets, some are meticulously stocked with 
Staples supplies, and a few contain personal treasures. As they sit in the halls, some are 
tipped, some explode with paper, others are clumped together, some are organized in a row, 
others are upside down in isolated corners and nooks. All sending out “secret and divine 
signs,” in the words of Whitman. 
 
Now, imagine them as containers of identity, each representing a special person living a life 
filled with experiences, ideas, questions, anxieties, talents, and stories. 
 
Hold onto this image for a moment. 
 
Imagine if these backpacks were never opened. Never shared. No more adding, replacing, 
moving, carrying.  
 
I shared a story with your teachers last week about my youngest son, Mica, who is six-years-
old, and beginning his first day of first grade tomorrow. He spent many days this summer, 
including yesterday, walking around with his own bag, in this case though it was a brown 
grocery bag, filled with found objects and wood for his sculptures. He would spread his 
objects and tools in the driveway a few times a week to reimagine findings, calling me over 
with demands for nails, wood glue, wire, and to cut a few more pieces. I didn’t need to ask 
why. On a basic human level, he knew I knew. This was unchained, unrestrained 
imagination at play — SERIOUS PLAY. 
 
His sisters and brother, who always jump into each other’s projects with reckless abandon, 
would watch him from a distance out of what seemed like admiration for his focus and 
assurance. 
 
Do you remember doing this when you were young? Go back to kindergarten if you need 
to. Did you enter some magical zone of play — through books, games, sports? I remember 
creating a world with my Hot Wheels racing cars, inventing characters and scenes under 
the dining room table with my sisters. 
 
There is something that happens as you get older. Life. And our backpacks fill up, many of 
the pockets stay zipped, and the exteriors start looking the same after awhile. We slow in 



	  

our playing, or perhaps we play with less abandon. I’m sure there are Darwinian reasons 
for this, yet there remain a few among us who hold onto unchained imagination. 
 
What makes your learning experiences at Pingree vital is that here is where we learn to feel 
alive and develop the habits of mind to sustain serious play into adulthood! At the 
beginning of every new school year, we must reconsider our backpacks, make room for new 
stuff, revisit the things that we carry, and contemplate the vast, unknown ocean of 
possibility. And everyone brings a unique identity to the shore this morning! 
 
Our individual experiences — your overflowing backpacks — your stories and identities are 
and will be our collective Pingree story. Respect for each other’s stories is our authentic 
bond. Because of this, we will be, first and foremost, a safe environment, but that does not 
mean we will always be a comfortable environment. We each play a role in making Pingree 
a safe place — physically, socially, and intellectually — to take informed risks and to leap 
outside of comfort zones. Yet, discomfort is required for learning. Cognitive dissonance is a 
psychological phenomenon that goes back to Festinger’s studies in the 1950s, which refer 
to “the discomfort felt at the discrepancy between what you already know or believe, and the 
new information or interpretation. It occurs when there is a need accommodate new ideas, 
and it may be necessary for it to develop so that we become ‘open’ to them.” 
 
Keep a large pouch open in your bags for moments of cognitive dissonance.  
 
Whether your opinion is challenged in the classroom, your physical conditioning is tested 
while playing a sport, the spotlight creates anxiety on stage, or you need to take 
responsibility for a misstep or poor decision, it’s all vital to meaningful development. 
 
You are stronger than you know, and so are the people around you. The adults in front and 
behind you today make up a close community of “warm demanders” — to borrow a phrase 
from Dr. Sonia Nieto, who visited with faculty and staff last week. We care deeply about you 
and we have high expectations. 
 
So. If our shared experiences, stories, and metaphorical backpacks make Pingree, my 
challenge to you this year is to be aware of your stuff, and be mindful of when to put your 
stuff away, literally and figuratively. 
 
If this sounds counterintuitive, let me explain.  
 
First the literal: Please put your backpacks away! Use your lockers to keep the halls passable 
and clear. There is nothing worse or more embarrassing than tripping over someone else’s 
stuff. Our halls and classrooms are places for everyone and should be respected as such, no 
matter your backpack. We must all be stewards of our shared space. This is true for our 
renovated commons and Learning Commons spaces as well. Many worked all summer to 
improve these areas for us. Even our giraffe in the Commons had to clear her things for a 
few months. I am happy to share that she found her new home in the Commons on Friday. 
Thank you in advance for taking care of our community spaces. 
 
 
Which is a segue to the more figurative challenge of putting your stuff away with each 
other: 

 
 



	  

We all bring stuff — opinions, beliefs, and experiences that inform who we are. Our 
opportunity to grow and learn is directly related to our ability to balance sharing our stuff 
with being open to new experiences. This gets to the heart of cognitive dissonance and 
having a growth mindset. Respect each other, be curious, and remain open to possibility. 
 
I referenced the term Upstander in my summer letter. Taking a stand for others, or for 
things bigger than oneself, first requires an ability to be self-aware, and to know when to 
put personal stuff away. It’s a lifelong character lesson that requires courage, humility, and 
a healthy sense of humor. Digging into my own backpack, one would think that many 
graduate school classes in educational leadership and systems management would have 
best prepared me for collaboration with all of you. 
 
However, it was what I learned in studio and painting classes that taught me to think 
differently about perspective and ambiguity, about bias and politics. During a memorable 
critique, one of my teachers looked at me in the middle of class and stated, “when in doubt, 
go for mind-expanding and stop be lazy with your craft.” The flavor of this phrase never 
found its way into education lessons, yet I go back to this advice more than anything I 
learned in my doctoral classes! It was in the studio that I learned that meaning is a 
transaction, not an absolute.  
 
Being an educator is to always be a student, to know you well, and to make meaning with 
you. So I ask everyone here today: What will you bring to school every day? Beyond books, 
sneakers, homework, and devices, I am referring to your mindset, your ideas, your identity, 
and your drive to make meaning with others. I am referring to our tenets of independent 
and imaginative thinking, of being kind, being present, and having purpose. Of stretching, 
of striving to do the right thing. 
 
What are you bringing? 
 
I asked seniors, trustees, faculty, and staff to open their backpacks at the end of the summer 
and share what they are bringing as we start the new year, and I want to share a collection 
of their paraphrased responses today.  
 
First, our faculty and staff: 
One of your language teachers is carrying a favorite plant. She believes that we can learn a 
lot from plants because they thrive by striving towards the sun while remaining rooted to 
the ground.   
 
One of your art teachers is carrying a piece of rare, blue sea glass from a favorite hiking spot 
as a reminder to keep her eyes open for the hidden treasures in all of her students, which 
requires her to pay close attention, pause and consider. 
 
One of your history teachers is bringing a "thank you" email from a student to remind him 
that what we do here at Pingree is meaningful and appreciated, and he is also carrying the 
joy he feels when he sees his son laugh to remind him that every Pingree student is 
someone's son or daughter. 
 
One of our friends in the front office is carrying a magnifying glass as a reminder to 
question and examine. 
 



	  

And one of your math teachers is carrying a mirror as a reminder not to waste time 
comparing himself to others when he should simply concentrate on trying to be better than 
he was, last year, last month, last week. 
 
What are our seniors bringing? 
 
One senior is bringing a soccer game is in his metaphorical backpack. As he explains, 
“sometimes in a game you have to refresh the play or your mind by passing back. People 
always think that in soccer (or in life) you always have to move forward immediately for 
progress to happen. They think that setbacks are bad. But I have come to realize that little 
setbacks can help you create more space and opportunities to go forward and score a goal, 
or create new opportunities to succeed. The things that knock you down or push you back, 
in the end, might just help you move forward.” 
 
Another senior is carrying her entire family in her backpack. As this is her last year living at 
home, she wants to remember to spend time with and appreciate them as much as 
possible.  
 
Another senior is carrying a pen to symbolize the year's potential for creativity and writing 
her personal story. (There were many in this category – sketchbooks, journals, pencils…). 
 
One senior was channeling the feelings of many classmates when he shared that he will be 
carrying a Common App with him. For him, its symbolism reminds him that he’ll be 
embarking on a whole new phase of his life in a year. It represents hope, excitement, and a 
little anxiety. 
 
Another senior’s backpack is empty, reminding her to keep an open mind and collect 
things along the way as she tries new things. 
 
And finally, one of our seniors will be carrying a camera to capture the events and emotions 
that would otherwise be forgotten. She seeks to capture the atmosphere and community 
that Pingree fosters. 
 
Our trustees will be carrying: 
 
A pair of hiking boots, as a symbol of exploration, strength, resilience, and determination; a 
Hefty garbage bag, as a reminder to let go of unnecessary thoughts, chores and possessions 
that cloud her vision and priorities; and a map and a compass to help navigate the year 
ahead. 
 
I also asked Anthony Doerr, author of our community read All the Light We Cannot See 
what he will be carrying. He replied that he’ll have a few new figurative firewalls in his 
backpack this year in an effort to filter emails and protect time with family and creative time 
to write his next book.  
 
The symbolic objects shared by everyone align well with our Pillars: Sneakers, compasses, 
and maps...to Navigate; Pens, pencils, journals, and apps...to Communicate; Family, an 
empty bag, and sea glass...to Relate; A Camera, journal, and sketchbook...to Originate; and a 
soccer game, boots, and sneakers...to Participate. 
 
 



	  

What are you bringing this year? 
 
Let’s leave room for play, awe, and the unexpected! 
 
Your teachers, coaches, and advisors pledge to bring our full selves each day and put away 
our stuff, too. We are rooting for you!  
 
Welcome back. This is going to be a great year! 


