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---My final suggestion is that there are five truly essential questions that you should regularly ask
yourself and others. My claim i1s that, if you get in the habit of asking these questions, you have a

very good chance of being both successful and happy, and you will be in a good position to answer
“T did” to the bonus question at the end.
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The first is a question my own kids are fond of asking, and it’s one you may have heard other
teenagers pose — or maybe you still pose it yourself. The question is “Wait, what?” My kids
typically pose this question when I get to the point in a conversation where I'm asking them to do a

chore or two. From their perspective, they hear me saying something like: “blah, blah, blah, blah, and
then I'd like you to clean your room.” And at that precise moment, the question inevitably comes:
“Wait, what? Clean what?”
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“Wait what” is actually a very effective way of asking for clarification, which is crucial to
understanding. It’s the question you should ask before drawing conclusions or before making a
decision. The Dean of Harvard College, Rakesh Khurana, gave a great master class this year, where
he emphasized the importance of inquiry before advocacy. It's important to understand an idea before
you advocate for or against it. The wait, which precedes the what, is also a good reminder that it pays

to slow down to make sure you truly understand.
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The second question is “I wonder” which can be followed by “why” or “if.” So: I wonder why, or I
wonder if. Asking “I wonder why” is the way to remain curious about the world, and asking “I wonder

if” is the way to start thinking about how you might improve the world. As in, I wonder why our
schools are so segregated, and [ wonder if we could change this?
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The third question is: "Couldn’t we at least...?" This is the question to ask that will enable you to get
unstuck, as they say. It’s what enables you to get past disagreement to some consensus, as in couldn’t
we at least agree that we all care about the welfare of students, even if we disagree about strategy? It’s

also a way to get started when you're not entirely sure where you will finish, as in couldn’t we at least
begin by making sure that all kids have the chance to come to school healthy and well-fed?
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The fourth question is: “How can I help?” You are at HGSE, I presume, because you are interested in
helping others. But you also know, from your time here, to be aware of the savior complex, of the
stance where you are the expert or hero who swoops in to save others. We shouldn’t let the real pitfalls

of the savior complex extinguish one of the most humane instincts there 1s — the instinct to lend a hand.
But how we help matters as much as that we do help, and if you ask “how” you can help, you are asking,

with humility, for direction. And you are recognizing that others are experts in their own lives and that
they will likely help you as much as you help them
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The fifth question is this: "What truly matters?" You can tack on “to me” as appropriate. This is the
question that forces you to get to the heart of issues and to the heart of your own beliefs and

convictions. Indeed, it’s a question that you might add to, or substitute for, New Year’s resolutions.
You might ask yourself, in other words, at least every new year: what truly matters to me?
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So these are the five essential questions. “Wait, what” is at the root of all understanding. “I wonder”
is at the heart of all curiosity. “Couldn’t we at least” is the beginning of all progress. “How can I help
is at the base of all good relationships. And “what really matters” gets you to the heart of life. If you
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ask these questions regularly, especially the last one, you will be 1n a great position to answer the
bonus question, which is, at the end of the day, the most important question you'll ever face.

“And did you get what you wanted out of life, even so?”
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