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Paralegal Graduation Celebration, June 2, 2011

Jennifer Sanborn, director of The Women’s Education and Leadership Fund
I want to welcome you all to this evening’s celebration. Thank you to Regina, Deb, and Nancy for inviting me to greet you. I am particularly honored to be present for those who will be recognized tonight. I join the circle of faculty, staff, program administrators and family who have taught, supported, encouraged, and believed in you during this time of study and practice.

(Moment of silence for our neighbors in Springfield and other communities affected by yesterday’s devastating storms.)

My name is Jennifer Sanborn and I serve proudly and joyfully as the director of the Women’s Education and Leadership Fund here at the University of Hartford. Our mission is to advance each woman’s potential in the HCW tradition. I feel a kinship to all of you, women and men both, as the roots of where we are today are one and the same—Hartford College for Women. HCW was the founding institution for the paralegal studies program, and is the college to which my program is a legacy. This college was an institution dedicated not only to educating women, but particularly to educating women of the greater Hartford region. I want to applaud the leaders of the Paralegal Studies program today who continue to focus on serving students and clients of this region. This is a concrete example of the University of Hartford’s motto “a private university with a public purpose,” and I hope you all will carry the University’s name proudly as you seek roles in your field and in your communities.

Beyond this shared connection to Hartford College for Women, and the significant number of women who are being recognized tonight, I might seem an unusual choice to be your speaker. I have only a beginner’s knowledge about the paralegal profession, and as much as I love public speaking, graduations are not my usual venue. The last time I stood at a podium to give a graduation address was 1990 when I was a senior graduating from high school. The speech included references to the Tianenmen Square massacre the year before, and the Muppet Movie—a span of topics that only an idealistic high school student could pull off. 
To get in the mindset of what I wanted to offer tonight, I asked friends and colleagues what they might want to hear if they were sitting where you are tonight. “Tell them stories of courageous people who have made a career transition and been a success,” one woman commented. I knew she was on to something, but I immediately had the sense that no story is as empowering as the one we tell ourselves. Our own story and the stories of those around us hold the greatest potential for inspiration. So, whether you know it or not, you are going to participate as subjects of this talk. When we’re done, I hope you know with confidence that you are a leader, that you have seen the power of leading from what you love, and that you just might have grown a few inches taller with this recognition of yourself. 
First, I want you to close your eyes and picture a leader. What image comes to mind? How many of you pictured yourselves? I certainly hope all of you did. For some of us, when we hear the word leader, our minds immediately turn to an old model that presumed leaders are a particular kind of person holding a particular kind of position. This old model also suggested that the world is flat, change happens in a linear, straight-forward fashion, and that we would eventually discover everything there is to know. The deeper we dive into the complexity of the universe, however, the more mystery we uncover. The more we know, the greater the number of questions we are asking. We are living in a period of great change and transition in virtually every institution we can name. For me, this change invites leaders of all shapes and sizes to be identified as such. Whether you lead in influencing decisions for the good in your workplace, by orchestrating activities for a community agency, or by modeling for your children ethical values that ensure our common future, you are a leader. Close your eyes again for a moment more. I’m going to ask you again to picture a leader. This time, be certain you picture yourself, leading confidently in the places you feel called to lead.
Leadership always happens in the context of community. Whenever I am in a room, no matter the size of the crowd, I feel a sense of community and shared identity. We are here because together we wish to celebrate you and your achievements. This is our shared purpose, and this purpose will be affirmed over and over by our actions tonight—with our smiles toward one another, with our applause for the honorees, with hugs for family members and classmates soon to be visited more on Facebook than side by side in a classroom. I want to suggest we deepen this purpose and strengthen our community by getting to know one another. 
I’m going to ask you to indulge me for a moment—something perhaps easy for our graduates who are accustomed to group projects and interactive learning, but perhaps more challenging for those of you who have been out of the classroom for awhile. In just a minute I want each of you to turn to someone near you—in front of you, next to you, behind you. I want you to introduce yourselves, share one reason why you are here tonight, and then I want you to tell this friend, old or new, what you love to do more than anything.

Now, before you do this—and I see some of you getting nervous already—this is not a test. There is no grade. No review. There is nothing more required of you than to spend a minute or two talking about what you love more than anything in the world, and listening to someone else do the same. I’m going to add one additional requirement, however—for those of you who, like me, are always tempted to say, “I love being with my family” when you are asked this question, let’s just presume this is true. I want you to answer for you and you alone. Let me do this first for you so you know what I’m seeking: As you know, my name is Jennifer. I’m here tonight to honor you as you launch the next chapter of your lives. As for what I love more than anything, I am a HUGE fan of singer-songwriters. I love being in the audience listening to live music that tells a story. There is a moment when I hear a lyric that seems completely taken from my own life. When the truth of that singer connects with my own truth, I experience bliss.
Now I’m going to shift from being a keynote speaker to being a keynote listener. Turn toward someone near you and share who you are and what you love more than anything.

I’d like to bring us back together. If you didn’t get a chance to share what you love with another person, I hope you’ll write your answer in the corner of your program, to keep it as a reminder of the activity.
You may be asking, “What does this have to do with leadership?” I am trained as a coach using a philosophy called appreciative inquiry, and I have used this exercise with many different individuals, groups, and audiences. What never ceases to amaze me is what happens as I watch people’s physiological reaction as they speak of what they love. Our shoulders rise with expectation. Our voices become more animated. Our heart rate seems to simultaneously quicken with excitement and slow with a sense of peace. This is where the title of this talk comes in—in contemplating what they love, people will actually seem to grow into themselves. This description is the gift of my colleague, Donna, who once remarked, “When people leave your office, they stand three inches taller. What do you say to them?” Quite simply, I ask them about what they love. I invite them to tell me stories of who they are at their best. I suggest that they pay closest attention to the people who believe most in them, and who hold a vision of them that is appealing and exciting to them.

When we talk about what we love, I find that fairly quickly we put away the prepared remarks about who we are and what we do, and we actually become who we are. Appreciative inquiry is all about finding what is life-giving in people and in organizations, and growing toward the future from that point. I believe the world needs leaders who understand and use this practice. When people speak of what they love, they become more open to possibilities and difference. They are more creative and productive. They begin to embody the competence I expect you’ve been hearing a great deal about while in this program.

It is a simple equation for me to tell you that in order to lead well in this next chapter of your life, you need to do more of what you love. Honestly, if I could be somewhere listening to music each evening, I likely would—but my children would miss me, and my budget would be in the garbage. I do invest in this love and I try to remember the power of music and story when I get stuck in a rut or can’t find my way through a challenge or predicament—a few minutes of a favorite CD or playing the piano can bring me back to a centered, creative place. Just as important as the actual activity, however, is my knowledge that this activity is a metaphor for me at my best. I love music, and so part of the pleasure is purely the sound. The deeper element of this love, though, is the truth of what is being conveyed—the story that is being passed to me in that beautiful sound. So for me, if I am at my best in my work or in my volunteer leadership, I am listening for stories that feel real and true. In creating the Women’s Education and Leadership Fund, I listened for people’s stories about Hartford College for Women, and in the stories, I looked for the essence of that college. Then, I used that essence to create a program at the University of Hartford that truly embodies the practices and traditions of the college.

Let me give you another example. Last summer my husband built a treehouse for our children, designing step by step, board by board, a fairly elaborate treetop escape for our family. It is now our favorite place to sit and visit with friends, and we have discovered anew our connection to nature. This summer we have watched a woodpecker build a nest and await its mate. We have seen the neighbors’ flowers come into bloom. We have communicated with the natural world in ways we don’t from the ground. How does this love of the natural world and of building a habitat for us to join it fit in with his leadership? He’s a network administrator in information technology—he creates the structures whereby communities can share information and speak with one another with technology. His creativity building in the trees feeds his creativity building networks on—or under, as the case sometimes is—the ground. 

Your love might be gardening, or long walks, or looking at the ocean. I suspect hidden in each is a message to yourself and to others about how you lead best. If you like to fish, perhaps you are the member of a team who loves to cast out ideas and wait to see what is caught by the group. If you love to quilt, perhaps you are that one person in the office who can patch together pieces of a document into a completed, elegant whole. If you love to cook, you might build a team by contemplating its members as ingredients in a new recipe.
If I were to talk with the people who have taught and encouraged you over these past months, they might or might not know what you love to do more than anything, but I am willing to bet that they would have already seen the metaphor of that activity in how you have learned and contributed in this program. As you leave, contemplating what you love, commit as a leader to learn what those around you truly love. It will change how you work with one another—you will understand them more deeply, and draw them more fully into your shared work. You will lead from what you love and from the loved experiences of others.

And so, it is time to celebrate. I hope as you stand this evening to be recognized, you will indeed stand three inches taller, having grown fully into yourself. Thank you for letting me share in your joy and your achievement. 
