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Nick Such, College of Engineering Commencement Speech, 2009 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen of the Class of 2009, 

 

I address you today with one last mission. My mission is to change one of your 

stereotypes, your stereotype about failure. I think failure is a bad word in society 

today. Dr. Todd might even call it a “Kentucky ugly”. Yet, while few lessons are 

learned from success, the understanding gained from failure has come to define 

almost the entire body of engineering knowledge. Take the iconic Golden Gate 

Bridge as an example. While this majestic sentinel has spanned the San Francisco 

Bay for most of a century, its steady fortitude is uninteresting from an engineering 

perspective. The old Tacoma Narrows Bridge, however, has affected the design of 

every long span suspension bridge that has followed it. And how did it do this? 

Through failure. After four short months of service, the bridge was excited by wind 

loads and ungracefully galloped into the water below. So, lesson number one: if 

you want to change the world, do it through failure. 

 

This is because in engineering, failure is all about finding limits. The FAA 

mandates that all aircraft wings are tested by stressing them until their point of 

failure. When the composite wings of Boeing’s new Dreamliner were put through 

the normally prescribed testing rigors, they failed to achieve failure, teaching the 

world about the potential of this new material. Failure is the means through which 

we discover truth, about both our structures and ourselves. 

 

Even in engineering school, failure teaches us lessons. While the exam questions 

that I mastered have diluted in the ocean of my memory, the ones that I got wrong 

are the lessons that will endure. Thanks to Dr. Stephens, I will always remember 

the difference between a bolt in single and double shear. Thanks to Dr. Yang, my 

roommate Phillip will never forget that copper has a Face-Centered Cubic crystal 

structure. Now, professors, I’m definitely not suggesting that you fail your 

students. But rather realize the significance of taking a student under your wing. 

Dr. Raymond LeBeau has done this for my friend Anthony Robertson, who is now 

fairly confident he could reduce the aerodynamic drag of even a teardrop. Anthony 

is a guy who barely survived middle school, and who is literally the poster child 

for ADHD (if you don’t believe me, go to About.com and search). As a result of 
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Dr. LeBeau’s mentoring, Anthony has earned an engineering role at Wright-

Patterson Air Force base. Now that is anything but failure. 

 

The most important reason to understand the benefit of failure is so that it does not 

control your life. Fear of failure is something that I have always struggled with, but 

overcoming it has yielded many of the most enjoyable experiences of my life. 

Never let fear of failure stop you from enjoying life. When you get the chance to 

sing Karaoke at an ASCE conference, do it, even if it makes you look like the 

debonair Henry Kissinger. Baseball players make millions of dollars each year by 

failing seven out of ten at bats. I don’t even want to know how often 

meteorologists fail to accurately predict the weather. But we learn an important 

lesson from these professions: even when the statistics are against you, don’t be 

afraid to try. Not trying for fear of failure is failure in and of itself. Walk through 

the atrium of the Ralph G. Anderson building and glance at the esteemed alumni in 

the Hall of Distinction. At some point, even these people took risks and failed. But 

they got back up, and found success. Thomas Edison claimed that, “I have not 

failed. I have found 10,000 ways to not build a lightbulb.” Kentucky’s own 

Abraham Lincoln serves as a model for failures everywhere. Regarded by many as 

the greatest President our nation has ever seen, Lincoln failed to win eight races for 

public office before he was finally elected. It was only through this hardship that 

he forged the political fortitude to lead our divided nation through its most 

turbulent hour. 

 

So when you fail, don’t be discouraged. This group entered the College of 

Engineering as some of the brightest students on campus. Many of you left high 

school as Governor’s Scholars, National Merit Finalists, Advanced Placement 

students, and Valedictorians. The best of the best. And when you arrived here, you 

realized an intrinsic truth about engineering school: it’s hard! Possibly the most 

difficult endeavor you have undertaken in your life. Yet you persevered. You had 

the chance to circumnavigate this opportunity for failure, but you stood fast and 

made the choice to fight this beast. You have endured thoughts of desertion, 

caffeine-powered marathons of code debugging, and the biting February winds of 

spring semester surveying. Yet, after four-to-seven years of vicious battle, you 

stand here victorious. You have bested the onslaught of Organic Chemistry, 

Mechanical Systems, Semiconductors, and Modern Physics. You have shown your 
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worthiness to serve humanity through technical innovation and scientific 

application. You are now among the select group of people who can design our 

skyscrapers. You are the ones who extract energy resources from the earth and the 

ones who turn it into useful electricity. You can safely encrypt our social security 

numbers as we send them across the internet, you can design safer cars, better 

medicines, and smaller cell phones. You are the few, the proud, the engineers. 

 

And I don’t know if the despair of failure is something ingrained in our 

consciousness as Kentuckians, or if it is the product of some antiquated stereotype, 

but we are not second-class citizens. We compete with the Georgia Techs, the 

MIT’s, the Michigans, Purdues, and the Berkeleys. Our inaugural Design-Build-

Fly team started off as the laughing stock of their competition. None of the judges 

or teams from the prestigious schools thought our behemoth aircraft would fly. Yet 

the naysayers were silenced when the plane smoothly lifted off and flew with 

greater stability than any of its competitors. But this feat is not surprising for Dan 

Roettgen and his team members, who will soon be the first UK students to 

graduate with a certificate in Aerospace Engineering. In the past year, our IEEE 

robot team and the Solar Car delivered similar performances, alerting their 

competitors of the abilities of Kentucky’s engineers. Our chapters of the Society of 

Women Engineers and Tau Beta Pi, who once struggled to maintain their charters, 

will soon have the honor of hosting their regional and national conferences, 

respectively. Our AIChE Students have not been dethroned from their 

“Outstanding Chapter” status in nearly 20 years. The Quarter-Scale Tractor Team 

has enjoyed similar success, and we hope the Solar Decathlon project will soon 

join this legacy. Maybe the problem here is that we’re too modest because until 

this March, our own Senators didn’t know that we have a space program right here 

in the Commonwealth of Kentucky! And that failure does not lie on their 

shoulders, but on our own. As we live in an increasingly technological society, it is 

even more important that we engineers serve the public through our technical 

expertise. We must talk to people about the extravagant things that we accomplish. 

Be part of the dialogue, don’t let politicians and the media have all the fun. 

 

And as much as I respect the power of failure, there are some parts of life in which 

I hope you never fail. Time is the one constraint that we have not discovered a 

means to control, so use the precious little you have to do the things that matter 
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most. Never fail to tell your parents and siblings how much you love them. Never 

fail to take breaks to sleep, to eat, and maybe catch a game of Ultimate Frisbee. 

Never fail to be fascinated by the natural world that inspires our designs and 

challenges the creativity of our solutions. And never fail to pay forward the help 

you received in accomplishing the great feat of college graduation. You have 

earned this privilege, but you would not be here without some help along the way. 

Thank you to all of you, spouses, family members, friends, scholarship donors, and 

academic advisers, who have supported us throughout our journey. 

 

Failure is a byproduct of reaching beyond your grasp. The further you reach, the 

more likely that failure will challenge you to succeed. Lastly, I would like to leave 

you with a quote. While Emerson said it well, I think he has been trumped by a 

more relevant figure. As we engineers are the people with the power to save the 

world, we naturally look up to superheroes for guidance. So I think Thomas Wayne 

said it best, when addressing his son, the future Batman. “Why do we fall Bruce? 

So we can learn to pick ourselves up.” 

 

Thank you, and congratulations class of 2009. 


