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 Commencement Remarks 
Dean Heather K. Gerken 

Monday, May 20, 2019 at 12:30pm 
Lanman Center at the Payne Whitney Gymnasium 

 
 

 Good afternoon, everyone. Welcome to the Commencement ceremonies for the Yale Law 

School Class of 2019. We gather to celebrate the achievements of the 212 JD candidates, 28 

LLM candidates, 2 JSD candidates who will earn their diploma today, and to mark the beginning 

of their next great adventures. 

When you walk across this stage, most of you will end your journey as students and 

begin your journey into the legal profession. I suspect some of you trace this journey back to 

when you signed up for the LSAT on a whim, and stared in horror at the first of many logic 

games. Or maybe you trace it back to a law class in college, when you first opined on the 

meaning of the Constitution.  

But in reality, your path started far earlier than that. It started with the efforts of the 

countless people who sacrificed to bring you to this point. Some of you come from long lines of 

professionals and attorneys. Others were the first in your family to go to college. Some of you 

were long ago encouraged to go to law school. For others coming here meant going against the 

grain and stepping away from family or community expectations. You all, however, have one big 

thing in common—you didn’t get here on your own.  

So let me take a moment to express our collective gratitude to everyone in this room who 

made today possible. We owe thanks to the siblings, friends, and spouses who stood by our 

students’ sides. We owe thanks to your family members who, year after year, ran the modern 

gauntlet of schools, homework, illnesses, practices, lessons, applications, and breakups while 

doing what they could to keep our students safe and secure. We owe thanks to every relative who 



 2 

set out for an unknown country or state or city in search of a better life for their families. And we 

owe thanks to everyone sitting in the audience for putting up with some of the most 

argumentative people on the planet, thank you. Together you helped bring these students to this 

institution, and we in turn have done our best to help them along to their next landing place. The 

students in this room owe all of you a debt that we can never repay. A debt also owed to many 

others who could not be here with us today. Please rise and join me in expressing our deepest 

gratitude for those who backed these students every step of the way.   

The faculty and staff of this law school have done everything possible to help our 

graduates in the next leg of their journey. The faculty who stand behind me are some of the finest 

scholars, teachers, and lawyers in the country. They are dizzyingly talented, unfailing creative, 

and dedicated to a life of the mind and the finest values of the profession. Their ideas have 

shaped fields. Their lawyering has changed lives. They are all in enormous demand, and yet they 

have devoted countless hours to teaching you, talking through your ideas, reading your papers, 

and supervising your casework. These faculty members have given you grades and critique, 

advice and encouragement, and way too many extensions. And they are here today for the 

simplest of reasons. They have rooted for you from the first day you walked into their 

classrooms, and from here on out they will glory in your successes.   

The faculty are joined by a staff that has made all things possible. They’ve kept you fed 

and caffeinated; procured Bunsen burners to make you s’mores; responded to frantic requests for 

A/V support; saved laptops; kept you on track to graduate; introduced you to goat yoga, and 

maintained a library that was warm, welcoming, and bat-free. Many of them worked incredibly 

hard to make today’s celebration possible, including Jan Conroy’s dedicated publicity team, the 

fantastic folks from the dining hall, the remarkable crew that works with our Dean of Students 
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Ellen Cosgrove, the diligent staff of the Registrar, Judith Calvert, and of course our own dynamic 

duo, Kevin Rose and Dean Mike. Please join me in thanking the faculty and staff for everything 

that made today possible. 

To all of our graduates, I’ll note that as you walk across this stage, in front of all the 

people who helped make your journey possible, the choice of where you go from here is yours. I 

ask you to keep two pieces of advice in mind as you move forward. The first is the same advice I 

gave you at admitted students weekend and when you attended my mock class. I shared with you 

a quote from Adam Gopnik’s charming travelogue, Paris to the Moon. “There are two kinds of 

travelers,” he wrote. “There is the kind who goes to see what there is to see and sees it, and the 

kind who has an image in his head and goes out to accomplish it. The first visitor has an easier 

time, but I think the second visitor sees more.” 

Many of you heeded that advice. You came to this law school with a vision in your head, 

and you set out to accomplish it. But it was hard. The pressures of the profession and your peers 

and this institution can exert a centripetal force, pushing students into too narrow a range of 

activities and career paths. Whatever direction you have taken until this moment, though, now is 

the time to be the second kind of traveler. Don’t be a passive participant in the construction of 

your future. At the same time, don’t think of every choice along your path as a step to a final 

ambition. Be ambitious about your life, but be ambitious in the right way. 

The second piece of advice I’ll offer is a related one. The daily rhythms of law school and 

the legal profession can easily make us forget that our individual achievements—remarkable as 

they are—depend on other people. As with this ceremony today, in celebrating your success, we 

are also celebrating the efforts of others. So, even as you all reflect on the extraordinary things 

you have done personally, I hope that you’ll remember that your greatest accomplishments have 
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been the things you have done together. I don’t just mean the fancy achievements that I know we 

like to tout, like the nationwide injunctions and class actions, or the new issues of prestigious 

journals. I also mean the quieter but no less impressive work of building community, forging 

friendships, and sustaining one another. As I like to say to incoming 1Ls, the greatest gift this 

school can give each of you is one another. That will only become more obvious as you move 

forward in life beyond these walls.  

I’ve asked all of you to remember the community that got you here, because the world is 

counting on you to maintain your drive but also to temper, at least a little bit, the fierce 

individualism that comes with a lifetime of climbing ladder after ladder. Our diplomas are not 

just tickets to further achievement. Don’t let the heady brew of personal accomplishment seduce 

you. Choose to work together and for one another—there is truly nothing you cannot do.   

The novelist Matthew Thomas once wrote: “When the world seems full of giants who 

dwarf you, when it feels like a struggle just to keep your head up, I want you to remember there 

is more to live for than achievement. It is worth something to be a good man. It cannot be worth 

nothing to do the right thing.”  

So don’t just choose your own path going forward, but imbue your life and your career 

with decency, with integrity, with goodness. Do the right thing, and do us proud. We can’t wait 

to see what comes next. 

Congratulations! 


