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I am deeply honored to be here. I want to thank you for inviting me back and to be a part of this day in your lives. 
Congratulations to the graduates. This is your day. And to the parents, the grandparents, families and friends, to the 
teachers and staff, this day would not have been possible without you.  

Delivering the commencement keynote can be quite daunting. I looked back at my own graduation in 2008 searching 
for inspiration. I couldn’t remember a single word the speaker said. I could not even recall who the speaker was that 
day. Then Mr. Lourie mentioned to me that he spoke at our graduation. So I feel a little bit less nervous knowing that 
you will not remember this speech much beyond today.  

Looking back, I have asked myself what I wish I had known at my own graduation and about my next steps. Now how 
many of you know what university you will be attending next year? Well you all are farther along than I was when I was 
sitting in those chairs. And for those of you who don’t know your next steps just yet, you aren’t alone. At graduation, I 
was trying to decide between NYU Tisch for filmmaking and the University of Virginia.  

Now I work at the White House. So it is okay if you do not have it quite figured it all out at 18. And for those of you 
who are absolutely sure about what your future holds, make sure to be flexible. I started at the White House under 
President Obama and I advise on policies related to the Affordable Care Act, or what many of you may know as 
Obamacare. I genuinely love what I do. However my journey has not been seamless or smooth. I have stumbled and 
faced setbacks. And I have learned that in every challenge and hardship is an opportunity to become stronger. That is 
what I want to share with you today. 

I was born in Afghanistan at the height of the civil war. My first memories of childhood are that of bullets and bombs. 
The day my family fled Kabul, I was playing in our living room, just like yours, when rockets were fired into our home. 
We had no choice but to flee. My family and I walked for hours through the war-ravaged city, occasionally stopping so 
my Mom who was seven months pregnant could rest. Eventually we found a ride that took us to the border of 
Pakistan. Our ride was a 16-wheeler truck and the driver hid us behind barrels of oil. Any movement of people into and 
out of the city was highly restricted.   

We settled in Pakistan where building a new life was not easy. We couldn’t just pick up where we had left off. As 
Afghans, we were treated as second class citizens and barred from attending Pakistani schools. So, my family founded 
a private school where both Afghan girls and boys could attain an education. At a young age, my parents instilled in me 
and my sisters a thirst for knowledge. They taught me the value of education. That it is not to be taken for granted and 
not everyone has access to education. They also taught me that if you work hard, you can make it anywhere.  



 

 

However, there were limited opportunities in Pakistan and, as Afghans, we continued to face harassment and 
intimidation. We moved to Charlottesville in September, 2001, exactly ten days after 9/11. As a ten year old, I was 
initially oblivious to the hateful rhetoric occurring against Muslim Americans. I was naively expecting us to be 
welcomed here with open arms. Instead, at the age of 10, I was detained at JFK airport with my family and questioned 
for hours. In school, I faced bigotry and discrimination. I was asked if my dad was a terrorist. Once a classmate sitting 
next to me on the school bus immediately got up when I told her I was Afghan. I was often told to go back to ‘my 
country’ as if I didn’t belong. I initially went through a self-hating phase, embarrassed and ashamed of being Afghan 
and Muslim. 

It was not until I joined St. Anne’s Belfield that I grew comfortable with and gained confidence in my identity. Here at 
this school, I was encouraged to embrace my Afghan heritage as we celebrated different cultures.  I started an 
organization to help rebuild schools in Afghanistan. My fellow classmates not only pitched in, but were equally invested 
in my passion. In this very school, I gained the courage to not only speak up for myself but to also advocate for others.   

At this school, I also developed an interest in filmmaking and produced a documentary during my junior year. I was 
drawn to filmmaking because it allowed me to tell stories of those who are voiceless and oppressed, to bring empathy 
and empowerment to voices otherwise silenced. But despite getting into film school, something about pursing it didn’t 
feel right. Part of this was fear of failure and self-doubt as the entertainment industry is hard to break into. Another 
part was juggling my parents’ expectations since they wanted me to pursue a typical career path. But ultimately, I was 
only 18 and I had no idea what I truly wanted to do with my life. So I decided to take a year off and returned to 
Afghanistan to volunteer, hoping to make a difference.   

Visiting Afghanistan was an eye-opening experience for me. It had been seven years since the U.S. invasion and I had 
naively expected the city to have been rebuilt. Instead, I witnessed suffering and widespread poverty. I met kids your 
age who yearned for education but could not afford it. I met sick Afghans who lacked access to basic medical care and 
lifesaving treatments. My gap year, in the end, shaped my desire to pursue a career in global health. I aspired to make 
healthcare affordable and accessible to those in need. When I returned, I had a new sense of purpose and direction, 
and decided to attend UVA.  

Transitioning into college life can be challenging, but my first year was particularly difficult. I struggled. In this school, I 
was often in a class with no more than 15 other students. The teachers here are invested in your success, inside and 
outside of the classroom. At UVA, I was just one of many in a 400 person lecture hall.  By the end of my first 
semester in college, I was barely passing my major courses. I felt like an absolute failure. That feeling of failure was only 
reinforced my second year when I applied for the global health major and was rejected. That summer, I was also 
rejected from an internship, after having made it to the final stage of interviews. 

Meanwhile it appeared that my high school friends were loving their college experiences. We often forget that our 
friends present an edited version of their lives on social media. We hear and see the best of their memories. But we 



 

 

walk through our own lives unfiltered in our true realities and struggles, while absorbing everyone else’s filtered images 
and instas. Always remember that people only share snapshots that reflect an ideal version of their life.  

You may take longer than your friends to adjust to college. You are going to stumble. You are going to fail, more than 
once. And you are going to experience setbacks early and often. Sometimes, you will work incredibly hard with more 
dedication than you’ve ever given before and the outcome will still not turn out the way you had hoped. However you 
will only emerge stronger and wiser from those experiences with more skill sets and self-awareness.  

After my setbacks, rather than changing paths or “putting off” my dreams, I worked harder during my remaining years 
in college. I majored in foreign affairs and met a professor who encouraged me to apply to the Master’s program at the 
Frank Batten School of Public Policy at UVA. At Batten, I developed a strong interest in domestic issues which 
eventually led me to my current job – allowing me to combine my passion for public health and helping those less 
fortunate. I would not have pursued Batten had I been accepted into my first major. When your path is unexpectedly 
blocked, there are often better opportunities down the road. Opportunities that you did not know existed, and that 
you may not have been interested in when you started your journey. Be open to new challenges and trust your heart. 
Nothing is easy, but you are all too valuable to give up at the first, second, or third setback. 

Thinking back on my path, my original interests in filmmaking, my desire to study global health and finally, obtaining a 
public policy degree, all have one thing in common: all have been influenced by my desire to serve others and to be a 
champion for those who are vulnerable and forgotten. But you do not have to be interested in politics to influence 
policy or to be a doctor to save people’s lives. You can make the world a better place by the way you live your life and 
how you conduct yourself on daily basis. You can make an impact simply by living a life of integrity, honesty, and 
compassion. As graduates of this school, you already embody these values. After all, it was here in this school that I was 
encouraged to speak up and advocate for those who have no voice and are powerless.  

You already possess the ability to make your community and country a better place. And while hearing poor political 
discourse and hateful language, particularly from political leaders, can be discouraging and upsetting, it doesn’t mean 
you cannot influence change. I have found it challenging to be a Muslim refugee working for an Administration that 
developed a ban on Muslims. However, by speaking out and standing up for others, you have the power to bring about 
positive change.  

After attending this school, getting the opportunity to learn and receive an education so many people in this world can 
only dream of, you are all empowered to make a difference. No matter what path you choose, you can create a 
positive impact in your community. As you begin the next chapter of your lives, have the courage to follow your heart 
and your passion. No matter how far you are down a path, remember it is never too late to change directions or to 
start over. Work hard but also remember to have fun and enjoy the journey. Your best days are ahead of you.  


