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What I wish someone would have told me in High School 

Principal Foley, President Shipley, Director Kautzman, other Holy Angels 

faculty and staff, and most importantly you scholars and your families. Thank you 

for the opportunity to come here and say a few words.  

Before I move on, I know it’s early so if you fall asleep, I won’t take it 

personally. We’ve all been there before. Just ask Mr. Kautzman about me when I 

was a freshman. I promise I’ll be done in about 9 minutes. 

8 years ago, I was where you are except that I don’t recall us having this 

event. That may have been one of the many days I was late for school, but I’m sure 

whoever spoke that year did a good job.  

First, I’d like to congratulate all the students and your families here today. 

With hard work and sacrifice you have all achieved high academic honors this past 

year which is not an easy task at Holy Angels where A’s are not given but earned. I 

too was a scholar of distinction here, and I remember those long nights, after 

getting off the bus at 11pm from Hutchinson, and still having three hours of 

homework to do. I know how hard it is and you should all be proud! 

As you all know, high school forms a bubble around you and absorbs every 

waking minute of every day. Looking back, I wish someone would have told me to 

slow down, take a deep breath and listen. I was in the third class of high school 

graduates who had Facebook.  
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But it wasn’t until college for me that we all started using twitter, snapchat 

and Instagram. Do you ever ask yourself how much time you spend on your phone 

using social media? I’m afraid to ask myself because I don’t want to know the 

answer.  On the other hand, the transition from high school to college may be 

easier for you though because social media is a good way to connect. 

This morning, I want to share with you what I wish someone would have 

told me back when I was sitting in this gym. What I know now would have made 

my high school years less anxious, less stressful and more fun! 

So here are Danny’s three rules for smart kids in High School: 

First: Be comfortable with who you are and don’t compare yourself with 

anyone else. High school is full of competition: In the classroom, in the lab, in 

extracurriculars, what someone got on the ACT; What college someone applied to? 

What someone got on a test? Who’s going with whom to the dance? It’s like one 

big pressure cooker! I obsessed over all these things in high school and I drove my 

parents crazy. By putting so much pressure on myself, it made life not fun. 

I learned, at the end of the day, the only person I needed to compete with 

was myself. So remember be the best ‘You’  you can be every day and don’t worry 

about what other people think. It’ll drive you nuts, it wastes time, and it doesn’t do 

you any good. Everyone is born with different talents. The trick is to find out what 

you can be good at and focus on it. Don’t try to be someone else because someone 
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in high school tells you how to act. Respect the talents of others and hopefully they 

will respect you and your talents as well. 

Let me give you a personal example of what I am talking about. I was an 

above average high school quarterback. Combined with pretty good grades, and 

through a lot of football recruiting, I ended up applying to 22 top academic 

colleges and universities. Many of you will have the opportunity to apply to many 

of the same schools. But as you all can see, I’m not standing up here wearing a 

sweater with a big H on the chest even though the first football recruiter that came 

to see me was from Harvard… It is my view that 99% of things in this universe 

happen for a reason.  I thought I was going to attend the University of Chicago and 

my parents even put down $500 bucks for a non-refundable acceptance fee. But, 

then I learned the students’ favorite expression there was “where fun goes to die.” 

They even put it on t-shirts. I wasn’t going. Then there were the others: Grinnell, 

The U, Occidental, Fordham and a few more.  

For reasons that are still somewhat unclear to me, I ended up attending 

Carleton College down in Northfield, which was nowhere near the top of my 

original list. But all I can say now, is how happy I am that I made that decision. I 

wouldn’t go back in time and choose a different school. So remember: sometimes 

your best laid plans for your future may not come true. Dreams are dreams and 
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reality is reality. But don’t let reality disappoint. Accept it and embrace it because 

it’s the world in which we live. 

Here’s my second rule for smart high school kids as you move forward: 

Surround yourself with the people that are right for you; that make you feel 

comfortable. The people that will support you and not constantly judge you. I’m an 

only child so my friends were a very important part of high school and college, and 

still are today. As I transitioned from high school to college and college to real life, 

my friend group got smaller each time. But they are my true friends, and we would 

do anything for each other. The same thing will happen to you-and it pays off- if 

you choose your friends wisely. Maybe it’s better to have 5 true friends rather than 

the 500 followers many of you have. 

 I used to like having a huge friend group. But, as I’ve gotten older what I’ve 

learned is not everyone is meant to be friends. Just because someone is a good 

person doesn’t mean they will be a good friend for you. I learned I needed to 

surround myself with people and friends who were on the same path in life and 

have similar goals. Personally, getting through college was a team effort. As I 

found out on the first day of school, Carleton has some really smart students, and I 

knew immediately that being able to throw a football 70 yards was not going to get 

me through my economics classes. 
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Although my pride took a hit, I learned to ask for help. And you, should too! 

The first friend I made in college was in my freshman economics class. I asked 

Eddie from Colorado for help I desperately needed. He was not only there then, but 

to this day he’s one of my best friends. I also met a Philosophy major, my friend 

Charlie from New York, who is now getting his PHD at Duke. He can be quite 

annoying sometimes quoting Plato and Socrates, but the bond we have built is as 

strong as steel. Friends like that are good for more than a quick laugh-they enrich 

one’s life and make one a better person. Sometimes, I go to them when I just need 

to talk to someone. The one thing I now know for sure about mental health- and 

this is serious- Don’t suffer in silence. Reach out to friends, teachers, your family, 

a counselor. But please reach out. 

Finally, the third rule: Have compassion for others. I’ve learned that for the 

most part people are a product of their circumstances. They may have different 

viewpoints and live very different lives from mine, but it’s not my job to judge 

them or personally attack their views. We’ve been blessed, with amazing 

educational opportunities, family support, and financial support. Not everyone is as 

lucky as we are. When someone is a little different, get to know them. They can 

teach you something about the world. Plus, a helping hand can go a long way in 

making this world a better place. We practice this every day at Target. 
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 Because I’m so fortunate, I take a moment each day, to remind myself not 

to be arrogant and to show humility. Most of the time, you will likely be the 

smartest person in the room. Just recognize that. But, not everyone in the room has 

to know it. 

Finally, I want to leave you, with one further thought that I wish someone 

had said to me while I was still in high school: Have compassion for yourself. 

When I wouldn’t do well on a test, I would think that my life was over, and that I 

was a failure. I tried to control everything and when something spun out of my 

control, negative thoughts would pour into my mind. As I know now, it’s fine to be 

imperfect, to make mistakes. Learn from them and improve. I make them at every 

day at Target. But it’s okay! Target’s stock just keeps going up in spite of me! 

Don’t let anxiety and worry control you. I did sometimes, and it was not healthy 

and it was not fun. 

     You all have the capacity for greatness. You have proven it by your 

achievements here at Holy Angels. However, as my favorite leader from history, 

Winston Churchill said, “The price of greatness is responsibility.”  

Have a great year everyone. Thank you.  

 

Danny Shields 

Class of 2010 

August 29, 2018 
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