
When I was asked to make this speech I started to think about what I would have liked to have  

known when I was in school. I can only hope there's something that might be helpful in what I say. 

From what I can see with ten-ish years perspective I'm going to tell you that exams are not always 

the most important thing. Right now the greatest challenge for you is one of self-discovery. This is 

your time to figure out who you are, what you stand for, what you want, what you like and don't 

like. It's your time to make decisions about the kind of person you want to be and to follow through 

on those decisions. It can be difficult, I know. Being a teenager, in school, yours can feel like a very 

powerless position at times. But I will say this, knowing who you are offers power, there's strength 

in it. Regardless of your age. Don't settle for someone else's definition of who you are or what 

you're capable of, make your own. And know that if you do this, you are already stronger than many 

adults who have never taken the time to ask the right questions. 

As a kid and as a teenager I had a crippling fear of zombies. This is because I had recurring 

nightmares. Naturally enough I felt the instinct to run... but I also felt the fear that no matter how far 

I ran they would eventually catch me – zombies are relentless after all - and then I would be 

transformed into one of them. It's a pretty easy dream to interpret, I felt pressure to conform and fit  

the group. So to my 16 year old self I would say... understanding that what's right for you might not 

be what's right for everyone can free you from the pressure to fit a perfect mould and to be a certain 

way.  

Take the time now to ask these questions, start to appreciate the things that are individual to you, the 

parts of your life you get the most out of, and don't disregard any of them as silly or unimportant.  

You can see the big things easily, if you love to swim, or work out problems, or sing, let that be  

something you celebrate. If you love putting an outfit together on the weekend, or taking a corner 

during a game, or entertaining your friends with banter and stories, these are of equal value, you just 

have to look a little deeper to find out why. 



For those of you who are already on that mission I would like to share a piece of advice that has 

served me endlessly; If you're not afraid to fail you'll be unstoppable. Some of you have figured  out 

what you want and are already working really hard to get it. Some of you have an idea of what you 

want but are paralyzed by the fear that it might not work out. All of you will encounter failure  at 

some point. Failing is painful, it confronts us with our most negative emotions; anger, hurt,  

defensiveness, and it seems to steal from us the things we feel we have earned. What I have come to 

understand is that it is also an opportunity. When the bruised pride recedes we are presented with a  

stripped back situation, a bare-bones portrait of where we stand. It is a moment in which we can  

reassess what is important and what is not, and begin again. This is one of the hardest kinds of  

learning there is. Nobody wants to look at the things that have gone wrong, but you'll notice that the 

people who succeed most are those who spend time with their mistakes and make sure they gain  

something from them. Samuel Beckett put it “Try again. Fail again. Fail better”. 

Of mistakes I would also say that for me, and for anyone working in a creative area, it's vital to  

recognise their inherent value. Some of the most beautiful work is as accidental as it gets, it is our  

ability to recognise the value of something done 'wrong' that allows for growth. Things done 'right'  

fulfill pre-existing expectations. If you're the kind of person who gets a kick from invention then let 

yourself be someone who pushes against these expectations. Make as many mistakes as possible  

and try to see if there's something beyond the familiar. 

I am a freelance theatre director. There is very little fame and absolutely no fortune in what I do, but 

I choose to do it because it satisfies me. I have been lucky enough to discover something I love and 

can be good at. These are the tools I use in order to carve my place in the world. It's a process that 

never ends... or at least, it shouldn't. It's your time now, here, to start asking what you want for 

yourself and, crucially, why you want it. Why is the key. To answer the why is to know who you 

are. To know what you stand for, what you believe in, what you like and don't. It is to give yourself 

the best chance of success.


