
 
Commencement 2018: Rachel Kolb on Cultivating Curiosity 

 

What a wonderful morning to be with all of you in New Mexico. Thank you very much 

for having me here. I still vividly remember my own graduation morning, ten years ago. I 

remember the Southwestern sun peeking up over these mountains, the feeling of anticipation and 

disbelief as my classmates and I lined up on the Path and did the wave with all of our teachers. 

Which I know all of you have just done here today. So can we have a round of applause for 

today’s graduates and all of your remarkable achievements, and also all the wonderful faculty, 

staff, and family members and friends? All of you have made today’s celebration possible. 

I remember when I sat in your seats 10 years ago, graduation was something that felt like 

it would never happen. My time at the Academy seemed like it somehow could never end. But 

today I’ll assure you: yes, life does go on beyond these brick walls, and you’ll stumble across 

new experiences that you never imagined. Those will be incredible and transformative and 

joyful, and also challenging and difficult. But I’ll also assure you that the Academy has given all 

of you a gift that will make it possible to navigate that future. That gift is the gift of curiosity – of 

knowing how to learn for the sake for learning – of finding the ability within you to keep asking 

deep questions about whatever life may throw your way. I’d like to say a few short things about 

curiosity with you today. 

To do that, I want to invite you all on a journey through time and space. Let’s skip ahead 

around 5 ½ years from the time I sat there in your seats in 2008. Now it’s October 2013. We’re 

going to a place that I first learned about when I became enamored with literature during my 

Academy days: Oxford, England. Oxford is a place that’s almost as different from New Mexico 

as you can imagine. First of all, the weather really is terrible. Cold and rainy. The food is kinda 

terrible too. British sausage and potatoes have nothing on green and red chile. There are no 

mountains. It’s flat and green. Everything is very old. But there’s a magic there, too, from 

walking down stone streets and seeing the soaring spires that have inspired the ideas of people 

for centuries. 

Among those people are the men who called themselves the “Inklings”: C.S. Lewis, 

J.R.R. Tolkien, and their friends. I’m guessing many of you have read the Chronicles of Narnia? 

The Lord of the Rings? When I got to Oxford, I knew that this was the place where some of these 

writers had walked, lived, and thought. I started seeing their old haunts for myself every day. 



And what struck me about the Inklings, when I arrived in that magical City of Dreaming 

Spires, is that they were interminably creative. Their creativity came, in part, from their 

curiosity: their willingness to learn and expand what they already knew. Tolkien was already a 

professor of Anglo-Saxon literature at Oxford when he started Lord of the Rings, and he put his 

incredible knowledge of mythology into his fiction. C.S. Lewis became fascinated with Norse 

and Greek mythology as a young boy, and he likewise applied his interests to his Narnia books. 

These men lived very creative and inquisitive lives. Even as a young American woman, I felt the 

same spirit inspire me when I got to Oxford years later. 

When I got the opportunity to spend two years at Oxford, I made a group of friends who 

struck me right away because they were the kinds of people who seemed interested in just about 

everything. Their curiosity motivated me. 

Some of my new friends and I liked writing, so we decided we were going to start a 

writers’ group every week, just to share ideas with each other. We decided to meet every 

Wednesday night at the Eagle and Child, which is where the Inklings used to meet on Tuesdays. 

(Yes, I know. This is very nerdy, possibly also pretentious, but it was so wonderful and fun.) 

During those nights, I found that my friends weren’t afraid to ask me questions. They’d ask me 

why I’d written something, what I wanted to do with it. I realized that they really cared about 

what I said. Our discussions got very deep very quickly. And I realized that I was growing, too, 

learning to ask better questions of other people, to be more interested in them. 

What those conversations showed me was the value of taking education into all areas of 

life. Yes, I was at Oxford to get a degree. But most of my actual education there came from my 

friends, who made me a better person through their constant inquiry. 

One of my friends from Oxford is a guy who’s well known for asking very pointed 

questions. Things like, what are your deepest hopes and fears, and so on. One of the questions he 

once asked me was, what’s one quality you have that you never want to lose? I won’t forget what 

he said: he told me he hopes he never forgets how to be genuinely curious about other people. 

That was one of the core goals of his life. 

Now, my friend took steps to cultivate curiosity in his life. One time, he sent an 

impromptu email out to me and a group of other people. “This might be one of the most bizarre 

propositions you have ever received,” the email began. Then my friend invited us over to have a 

“dinner over death.” We would gather together, potluck-style, to have a reflective discussion 



about death, dying, and our attitudes about the end of life. This sounds morbid, but it was 

actually really stimulating and meaningful. We sat up late and talked about ideas we’d never 

shared in public before. We learned from each other, then we started having other dinner 

conversations. About friendship. Home. Love. Success and failure. I learned to think on a larger 

scale, to wonder, to consider more deliberately. 

Ever since my time at Oxford, I’ve tried to ask more questions of everyone I meet. Like 

my friend, I’m interested in how to cultivate curiosity. Even this past Valentine’s Day my 

parents gave me a fun present: a question box. It’s filled with a stack of conversation starters. 

Questions like, what’s the perfect age? Or what’s the most unusual thing you’ve done lately? 

Who or what has contributed the most to your value system? Hey, maybe you can write down 

some of these and use later for your graduation get-togethers. It’s fun. 

Now, everyone graduating here today has benefited from an education in which you’ve 

been asked good questions for a pretty long time. You’ve shown your excellence in the 

classroom and outside of it. In places like the Dig. Medieval Day. Wilderness trips with ex ed. 

Senior projects. I know I’m about to sound very old… but one day you really will look back and 

say, wow. I did all that in high school? How did I get so lucky? 

And now you’re about to go out into the world and ask many more questions yourselves. 

You’re well equipped to pursue that new knowledge. And one of the things you might not realize 

yet is that, sometimes, what matters is not necessarily what you know already. It’s the spirit with 

which you approach what you don’t yet know. The spirit of curious inquiry. 

Let’s take a moment to think about what exactly curiosity gives us. 

One: curiosity assumes that we don’t know stuff. It finds excitement in not knowing, and 

adventure in the challenge of learning more. Curiosity reminds us to embrace our lack of 

knowledge as something to explore rather than to fear. 

Two: curiosity challenges assumptions. When we are curious, we cannot look at a person 

or thing and assume we know everything about it. We look more, and we try to learn more. We 

acknowledge the depth and complexity of the world. 

Three: curiosity leads us to unexpected insights. The side journeys we take are twisted 

and gnarly, but they can add to our understanding of the big picture. If we keep asking ourselves, 

“what if…?” then we can stumble across new revelations. 



I could go on. There are many ways to cultivate curiosity in ourselves. Some of them 

include picking up new books, seeking out new people, or going to new places. But I’ll be honest 

with you: we don’t need to go halfway around the world, to a place like Oxford, to find ways to 

be curious. My journeys with curiosity started right here, on this campus. It started with teachers 

like Mr. Nadler, who once showed up in my eighth-grade history class in a toga and told us he 

was Socrates. Or Mr. Kuh, who assigned us a Kuh-lection of Kuh-mazing vocabulary words that 

I never forgot. Or Mr. Nash, or Mr. Himwich, or Ms. Wrenn. Curiosity started with ex ed, with 

community service, with the friendships I made here. All of you have your own memories, too. 

The Academy has lit a spark under each and every one of you. So, my challenge today is: 

let’s take the opportunity we have to ask more questions, to try to learn more about each other 

and the world, and to encourage others to do the same. 

I’ll wrap up by returning to those guys in Oxford, the Inklings. There’s a walking path in 

Magdalen College in Oxford, which is where C.S. Lewis taught for decades. Near this path, 

which runs along the River Thames past a field with a lot of medieval-era stone walls, there’s a 

plaque that describes how Lewis used to go out there every day for a walk, to take some time to 

think. 

I went on that walking path, too, several decades after Lewis did. And I loved how, when 

I took the time out of my life to walk past the flowers and the fields, chatting and sharing ideas 

with friends, new thoughts appeared. This might just seem like meandering, but it gave me space 

to consider new perspectives. And then I returned to my life and my work, recharged. 

Let’s wander forth into life after today, and let’s see what new worlds of imagination or 

innovation arise in all of us. I’m wishing you, the Albuquerque Academy class of 2018, the very 

best in your wanderings and your conversations. After you leave this campus today, tell someone 

thank you for lighting that spark of curiosity within you. And then take that curiosity with you 

and keep asking good questions of each other. I hope you’ll get some provocative answers in 

return. Congratulations, and thank you. 


