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Develop and follow 
your own passion

William D. Nix
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L me begin by congratulating all of 

you who are graduating today. You 

have a right to be very proud of your 

accomplishments. We should also thank 

your family and friends who supported 

you, fi nancially and otherwise.

 It seems like only yesterday that I was 

there, sitting beside you. But actually it 

was 47 years ago. In thinking of what 

advice I might give to you, as a materials 

engineer, I cannot resist quoting from the 

movie, “The Graduate” where a young 

Dustin Hoffman is playing Ben, the new 

graduate. At a party celebrating Ben’s 

graduation from college a guest takes 

Ben aside and says: “Ben, I have just 

one word for you.” When Ben inquired, 

the man said: “PLASTICS!”…and then 

went on to extol the virtues of that par-

ticular new technology. Needless to say, 

Ben did not seem to be moved.

 My advice to you will be very differ-

ent. It is: “Develop and follow your own 

passion, whatever it may be; it’s never 

too late to start.”

 By this I mean to fi nd what you like to 

do and pursue it with all of the vigor you 

can muster. When you follow your own 

passion there is no limit to what you can 

achieve.

 By saying that “It’s never too late to 

start,” I am recognizing that people fi nd 

their passion at different points in their 

lives. You may be uncertain about the 

choices you have already made for your 

career or worried that you have not yet 

developed a direction that will sustain 

you for your life’s work. I am here to tell 

you not to worry and that it is never too 

late to fi nd and develop your passion.

 You might think from all of the things 

you have heard about me that I am one 

of those people who knew from a very 

young age what I would do in life. But 

you would be wrong. My parents wanted 

me to have a good education, something 

they were denied in the depression. My 

father fi nished 7th grade and my mother 

the 10th grade, but still they believed in 

education. Nevertheless, I was a very 

mediocre student in high school. Indeed, 

I was so unimpressive that a science 

teacher once told my mother that while 

I was a nice boy I should not look for a 

very challenging line of work.

 Still, I was the fi rst in my family to 

go to college. That is the good news. 

The bad news is that I was, at fi rst, not 

much better in college than in high 

school. My academic record during 

my fi rst two years shows an unsettling 

number of C’s, D’s and F’s, in things 

like math and engineering. I received 

A’s only in basketball. Needless to say, 

I had not found my passion.

 Then, in one course, all of that 

changed. It was a basic course in stat-

ics, of all things. The teacher was Roy 

Zimmerman, who was a practicing civil 

engineer and a part time teacher in en-

gineering. He ran the course a little dif-

ferently than others, with quizzes rather 

than exams, and somehow I discovered, 

to my great surprise, that I was doing 

as well or better than others. Naturally, 

this got me very interested and I started 

to study, probably for the fi rst time. I 

received my fi rst A in that engineering 

course. And I think I made A’s in every 

engineering course after that. 

 Soon thereafter I was so excited about 

my studies that I began to teach others 

who were still struggling. I had found my 

passion—teaching! I have been doing it 

now for nearly 50 years. 

 Because of my late development, my un-

dergraduate transcript looks really strange—

starting off with D’s and F’s and ending with 

A’s. A few years ago at Stanford we were 

sorting through applicants to our graduate 

program and I thought it would be fun to 

see how my own academic record would 

stack up with the applicants of today. So I 

re-typed my transcript, removed my name 

and the institution where my degree was 

granted, and then posted the record outside 

my offi ce, with the question: “Should we 

admit this guy to our graduate program.” 

I left a sheet for people to respond to the 

question and make comments. 

 Well, many graduate students and 

some faculty expressed themselves with 

comments on the prospects of this mys-

tery applicant. The comments were uni-

formly negative and pessimistic about the 

prospects of the applicant, pointing to the 

very poor marks in math and engineering 

in the fi rst two years and ignoring the high 

marks in the last years. Needless to say, 

there was some embarrassment and a little 

chagrin when I revealed that the academic 

record displayed was my own! The lesson 

is that you can always change, especially 

when you fi nd your passion.

 My own experience was not all that 

uncommon. I recently read some bio-

graphical information about Don Beall, 

who also graduated with a degree in 

metallurgical engineering from San Jose 

State, about a year after I did. Like me, 

he was born in a farming community in 

central California and like me, his parents 

were working people who had not gone to 

college. They also had a strong sense of 

integrity and ethics and believed in educa-

tion. His parents had limited means, but 

they believed in self-reliance. Like me, 

Don had summer jobs in industry and we 

even both worked at Douglas Aircraft in 

Santa Monica at nearly the same time. 

While Don was a much better student 

than I, he had not yet found his passion 

by the time he received his BS degree. 
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Shortly after graduating he became in-

terested in the business aspects of tech-

nology. He decided to change course and 

pursue an MBA at the University of Pitts-

burgh. That decision and his passion for 

the management of technology soon led 

him to Rockewell International where he 

quickly rose through the ranks to become 

the chair and CEO of that company in the 

late 1980s. He found his passion and had 

a very rewarding and infl uential career.

 Let me tell you about two other peo-

ple who found their passion after their 

careers had already started. 

 Shefford Baker was a musician who 

had become a high school band teacher 

in Albuquerque. While he very much en-

joyed music and teaching, in his late 20s he 

decided that he wanted to return to school 

to study engineering. He studied mechan-

ical engineering at the University of New 

Mexico and soon thereafter was working 

for an MS degree. It was at that point that 

he began to study materials science (with 

one of my former students) and soon had 

developed his passion for that subject. He 

subsequently came to Stanford University 

for his PhD degree in materials science, 

working with me. By this time he had 

decided that he wanted to teach at one of 

the premier research universities. But be-

cause of his late start it was not clear if he 

could compile a suffi ciently good record 

of research to win a faculty position at a 

good university before his age put him at 

a competitive disadvantage. So he took 

a postdoctoral position in Germany and 

worked very hard for several years to build 

his reputation. I am pleased to tell you that 

Shefford is now a tenured member of the 

faculty at Cornell University. He found his 

passion late but pursued it with all of the 

vigor that he could muster.

 Shefford Baker went from being a high 

school teacher to an academic career in 

materials science. Now I will tell you about 

another student who sort of went the other 

way. Kevin McElhaney was a brilliant un-

dergraduate student in materials science at 

Stanford who started his research career by 

working with me and one of my graduate 

students. By the time he graduated with 

his BS degree he had already published 

his fi rst paper, which later became a highly 

cited paper. His next step was the gradu-

ate program in materials science at North-

western University, where he published 

more papers. But during the time he was 

working for his PhD degree he decided 

that teaching at the high school level was 

what he wanted to do. He had found his 

passion in teaching at the high school level. 

So he left the PhD program and enrolled 

in a special math and science education 

masters program at Harvard University, 

which led him to high school teaching. 

After several years of experience in the 

classroom he decided that he could make 

a still greater impact by again pursuing a 

PhD degree, this time in science education 

at the University of California—Berkeley. 

Soon, after he fi nishes his studies at Berke-

ley, he will surely become one of the lead-

ers of science education at the secondary 

school level in this country. He too found 

his passion and has pursued it with vigor.

 Still other examples are found in the 

related stories of Ainissa Ramirez and 

Stacy Hollander, who both decided in 

the midst of their PhD research work 

at Stanford that they wanted careers in 

teaching. To prepare themselves for that, 

they went out of their way to organize 

special seminars at Stanford on univer-

sity teaching and volunteered to teach 

introductory materials courses at De 

Anza College. I am pleased to tell you 

that Stacy is your own Professor Stacy 

Gleixner in the Chemical and Materials 

Engineering Department and Ainissa is 

a professor of mechanical engineering 

at Yale University. They both followed 

their passion.

 One of the lessons from these stories 

is that you are best guided by your own 

internal compass. The world is full of 

people who are ready to tell you what you 

should do or think—what is hot and what 

is not. But you should decide for yourself 

your own direction, resisting the tempta-

tion to follow the crowd in the hope that 

you will somehow fi nd success following 

the dreams of others.

 Another lesson is that successful peo-

ple usually did not start out that way. At 

some point they found a direction for 

their life and then put all of their energies 

into making that direction successful. We 

have seen that it is never too late to start 

and/or to change course. 

 In some places in the world it is not pos-

sible to achieve professional success unless 

you excel when you are very young. Some-

times your life’s work is set at the age of 

about 14, based on examinations you take 

in school. But in the United States, the land 

of opportunity, your future is not determined 

by how you perform at age 14; rather it is 

limited only by your imagination, initiative, 

and hard work. I encourage you to follow 

the passion you have found, or develop your 

passion, whatever it may be, and pursue it 

with all of the gusto that you can muster. If 

you do that, I can promise you a fulfi lling, 

rewarding, and enjoyable career. 

 If a mediocre student like me can be 

standing here, so can you! Thank you.

William D. Nix is the Lee Otterson 

Professor of Engineering (Emeritus) at 

Stanford University. In 2007, he received 

the Von Hippel Award, the Materials 

Research Society’s highest honor.

https://doi.org/10.1557/mrs.2010.15 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1557/mrs.2010.15


XX International Materials Research  
Congress (IMRC) 2011
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21. Materials Research for Mining and Mineral Processing* 

22. Materials Welding and Joining Technologies*

*Symposia sponsored jointly by MRS and MRS-Mexico
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TECHNICAL SYMPOSIA
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and the Materials Research Society
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