
Natalie Harrington ’05 
Good morning Headmaster, faculty, staff, and, of course, coaches and players. It is an honor to 

be here today. Although, I must warn you that I only got a B in Public Speaking in 10th grade, 

so please bear with me.  

 

I have been asked to talk to you about how athletics have shaped my life and I can tell you that 

lessons that I learned while playing sports have made it possible for me to do the work that I do 

today. I would love to get up here and tell 

you a story of hard work that results in 

triumph, but unfortunately, my story 

doesn’t run like your typical sports movie 

tale. In my story, the band of misfit kids 

does not win against all odds. In fact, my 

sports story has the opposite trajectory. 

 

My athletic career began on a high. At 

Friends, I was a part of two winning 

programs. We worked hard in practice, we 

won games, and we had fun. Field hockey 

in particular was a source of great pride. I 

joined the team as a sophomore having 

never played the sport before and ended up 

a full time starter my first varsity game that season. We went on to win Counties and even went 

to States. 

 

These winning seasons built my confidence and my ego. But there was one thing that I 

struggled with throughout…losing. Because losses didn’t come very often, when we did lose I 

was inconsolable.  I would storm off the field, ready to cry. This reaction was not very 

Quakerly. I’m afraid, and I was certainly not winning any sportsmanship awards. After one loss, 



my dearest friend Lauren attempted to console me. “Natalie,” she said, “It’s only a game.” 

Wrong answer. The way she tells it I looked at her like I was going to rip her face off.  

 

Was I a sore loser? I guess so. I hated that feeling of absolute helplessness that comes with 

failure. But what I have learned, what sports taught me in my nontraditional trajectory, is that it 

is in fact not failure, but what you do when you are faced with failure, that defines you.  

 

From Friends, I went on to play field hockey for Brown University. Being recruited and getting 

into Brown fulfilled a life long dream for me and I arrived at Brown ready to show these 

collegiate players and coaches what was up. I assumed that my athletic career would continue to 

run along the same course: hard work would be rewarded with success and the wins would 

outnumber the losses.  

 

Unfortunately, things did not go as I had planned. My first day of practice I threw up 

(everywhere) and things went downhill from there. For two years, although my team had a 

winning record, I played in only 4 games. I continued to work hard during practice and in the 

off-season to no avail. After my sophomore year, my head coach retired and passed the reins to 

our assistant coach. I was sure when I got to pre-season as a junior that things would be 

different; this would be my year.  

 

Again. Totally wrong. Although my playing time increased, my team ended up 1-16 and I spent 

the majority of the time watching my team lose. I learned that year that the only thing worse 

than losing is losing when you are on the bench. I left every practice and every game frustrated, 

angry, and tired. Focusing on who was playing, the choices my coaches made, and those 16 

losses in a row sucked all of the joy out of field hockey.  

 

During the off-season I decided to branch out, participating in musical theater, giving me a new 

perspective. This new scene gave me back that feeling of happiness and satisfaction that I had 

once found in sports. But more importantly, this time away allowed me to gain new perspective 

on my understanding of winning and losing.  



 

I arrived for our off-season practice with new energy. I got myself into the best shape I have 

ever been in. The difference was I was not working hard to impress my coaches or to get more 

playing time, I was working hard for me and for my teammates. I finally realized that in life 

there are things you can control: how fit you are, how much effort you put in, how you interact 

with your team; and there are things you can’t control: playing time, coaches’ attitude and their 

game plan. 

 
 

I would love to tell you that my new outlook led to new results on the field, but I warned you 

that in this story the Little Giants do not beat the Cowboys. My team did not rebound from 

failure to have a stellar season; we finished the season 5-12. There were still plenty of losses but 

the losses didn’t cripple me anymore, because I could walk away knowing that I had done 

everything I could do. I was confident in my role in the team and I was happy.  



 

I know it might sound crazy but I am grateful for the losses, for the disappointments in my 

athletic career. They made me resilient. I have to warn you that in real life, in adult life, you 

don’t win at everything. What we must recognize is that life is not about outcomes, it is about 

experiences. And in my chosen profession, as a teacher in the South Bronx, the wins are few 

and hard fought.  

 

To really drive home this idea I’m going to call on a sports analogy from someone much greater 

than myself. In his speech entitled Citizens in a Republic, that great sportsman and beloved 

Long Islander, Teddy Roosevelt explains this concept eloquently. He said, 

In life, "[t]he credit belongs to the man or woman who is actually in the arena, whose 

face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes up 

short again and again, because there is no effort without error or shortcoming…who, at 

the best, knows, in the end, the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he 

fails, at least he fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold 

and timid souls who knew neither victory nor defeat." 

I am currently the 10th and 12th grade English teacher at a failing high school in the South 

Bronx, working hard to close the achievement gap one student at time. Roosevelt’s description 

of the arena aptly reflects the struggles that I face every day. 

 

In our country, there is a gross discrepancy in the kind of education available to children and 

oftentimes the quality of a child’s education is dictated by their socioeconomic status. This lack 

of quality education combined with intense poverty causes many students in low income 

neighborhoods to fall far behind their peers from wealthier neighborhoods and districts.   

 

My school is only forty minutes away from here and yet it might as well be on another planet. 

The majority of kids in my school don’t even have their own bed to sleep in. They come to 

school with an enormous amount of baggage. Struggles at home, on the street, and in school 



make it incredibly difficult for them to sit down in a classroom and focus. Not to mention the 

fact that many come years behind in both reading and writing skills.  

 

When I first arrived in the classroom in September of 2009, there were days when I felt so tired 

and so helpless, there was no way that I could give these kids what they needed. There were too 

many obstacles. What could I, a white girl from Locust Valley, say to a boy from the Bronx 

who had spent every day of his existence fighting with his fists to gain respect. His decisions 

were not like the “tough” choices we make here at Friends Academy: “AP Gov” or “AP Euro,” 

get breakfast at school or at the bagel shop, do I play soccer or row crew? For him, there are no 

after school sports, no APs. Instead, he is wondering: do I join a gang, do I take drugs, do I deal 

drugs? Personally, I grew up knowing nothing about violence or hunger or pain.  

  

I decided I would focus my energy on what I could control, my lesson plan, my classroom, and 

try to give those areas my all. I may not be able to be with these kids when they are out on the 

streets or at home, but while they are in my classroom I can make them feel loved, appreciated, 

challenged, and successful. These are the things that I strive to do every day.  

 

Like in sports, there are wins and there are losses. There are days when I get cursed out and 

there are still the occasional fist fights in my classroom. But the victories, when they come in 

the face of such insurmountable odds, make the losses seem small in comparison. 

 

I have a student named Amy who inspires me every day. Amy came to America from Senegal 

when she was twelve years old. She arrived speaking no English and not knowing how to read 

or to write. In the five years that she has spent in this country, she has made incredible progress. 

In Africa, Amy spoke a non-written dialect called Wolof, so when she began school in America 

not only did she have to learn English, she also had to learn to read and to write. She claims she 

was shy and unsure when she first entered the classroom, but, if that was the case, her shyness 

did not last long. When I met Amy in 10th grade, she was very vocal about her desire to learn 

and to excel. Her determination and thirst for knowledge is nothing short of relentless. In class 

and after school, Amy works diligently to make up for lost time.  



 

However, school is not the only obligation weighing on Amy’s time. She is in charge of caring 

for her three younger sisters while her mother is at work. She cooks, cleans, helps with 

homework, and puts them to bed. She also works in her mother’s hair braiding shop in 

Brooklyn after school, on weekends, and all summer. Sometimes, after staying with me until 5 

p.m., Amy will take a train to Brooklyn, almost an hour ride from our school in the Bronx, and 

work at the shop until after midnight. In spite of these extra responsibilities, Amy is never late 

to school, she is never absent, and she never makes excuses.  

 

Amy works harder than anyone I know, adult or student, but this does not guarantee that all of 

the outcomes in her life will be successes. She is excited to start college in the fall, but she will 

still have to live at home, work for her mother, and care for her younger siblings. She will never 

have the college experience that I was privy to, because of these other responsibilities. But I 

have learned there are no perfect victories.  

 

In your own lives, whether you are on or off the field, I urge you meet every challenge head on, 

to be that man or woman in the arena. If you can walk away knowing that you have given 

everything possible, you will not feel regret, regardless of the outcome. Do not focus on 

outcomes, but on the experiences that shape you. Don’t be afraid of being passionately 

committed to a goal, but don’t forget to enjoy yourself. Sports are fun. Life is fun. Celebrate the 

wins and learn from the losses and you’ll do just fine.  

 

Thank you. 


