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Dr. Traci Lovitt

LESSONS FROM MY FATHER

Dr. Wiseman, honorable members of the faculty, graduates, 
families, and friends:  thank you for inviting me to share this 
day with you.  It is truly an honor to be with you on such a 
momentous occasion.  

Let me start by saying:  Congratulations to the Class of 2023!  
You did it!  Indeed, you did it in the face of a pandemic, remote 
classes, and a return to something not quite “normal.”

For your perseverance and hard work, you leave here today 
with something no one can ever take away from you:  a col-
lege degree and the wonderful education it reflects.  For that, 
you should be proud.  

But tomorrow, a big future lies ahead of you, and it is sure to 
be full of twists, turns, challenges, and opportunities.  In think-
ing about what advice to give you for the future, I couldn’t 
help but reflect on my time here at UT.  

I remember as if it were yesterday the overwhelming sense of 
independence I felt moving into my freshman year dorm.  It 
was so freeing that I couldn’t get my family to go home fast 
enough.  In that moment, my family, and all the advice they 
were giving me, seemed out of touch with my newfound adult-
hood.  

I’m ashamed to admit it, but that feeling of thinking I knew 
more than my parents only grew while I was in college, and I 
did not fully appreciate their advice and guidance until I was 
older.  Turns out, my family—my Dad in particular—was right 
about a lot of things.  And the advice he gave me when I was 
sitting in your chair is the best advice I have ever received.  

So, I give you today the three pieces of advice my father gave 
me on this day in 1991.  

First, learn to love constructive feedback.  (That just 
sounds like Dad advice, doesn’t it?)
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Too often, people view constructive feedback—or as my Dad used to call it, “constructive 
criticism”—as insulting, or at the very least, as unwelcome and uninvited information.  The 
reaction to feedback is all too often defensiveness, denial and disbelief. 

But the reality is that every single one of us has room for improvement.  And, in the work-
place, if someone takes the time to point out something you are not doing well to help you 
improve, they care about you and your performance.  They are signaling to you that you have 
potential.  You just need mentoring and coaching.  Listen to them!

Turns out, my Dad was not alone in his belief that we should constantly seek to improve.  War-
ren Buffett once famously advised a teenager who asked him the key to success that:  

It’s better to hang out with people better than you. Pick out associates whose be-
havior is better than yours and you’ll drift in that direction.

That is part and parcel of my Dad’s advice.  You want to surround yourself with people who 
challenge you and stretch you.  The people who make you try harder and push yourself—not by 
patting you on the back all the time but by telling you and showing you what you can do better. 

So resist the urge to go into defensive mode when someone gives you feedback.  Welcome it 
like a hug.

Second, and this may seem a little inconsistent, but hear me out:  Be yourself.

In telling me to “be myself,” my Dad was not suggesting that I go to work in my pajamas or be-
come complacent.  He meant know yourself and embrace what you find.   

That advice is particularly astute today as people seem increasingly focused on how favorably 
they can be perceived rather than discovering who they really are.  Remember:  an image of 
happiness and fulfillment is just that—an image, not reality.  

It is important to ask yourself as you enter this next stage of life:  What do you truly enjoy do-
ing?  What do you truly do well?  What are your challenges?  You should have an honest under-
standing of your own strengths and weaknesses and what replenishes you.  

After all, we are all different, with different goals, priorities and talents.  The key to a happy and 
successful career is simultaneously maximizing what you do well and what you enjoy doing.  

In addition, when you know yourself and embrace what you find, you will have the confidence 
to stop others from defining you.  That is tremendously important because people will try to 
categorize you and steer you down paths to satisfy their own ends, not your interests. 



UT-Economics | 2225 Speedway Stop C3100, Austin, TX 78712| 512-471-3211 | www.liberalarts.utexas.edu/economics

For example, when I was in law school, I decided to apply for a clerkship at the U.S. Supreme 
Court, but some people threw a lot of cold water on the idea.  I was told that Supreme Court 
clerkships were for boarding school kids with a Senator in the family, not for a public school 
girl from Alabama, Iowa and then Texas, like me.  I was even told by one to “save my stamp 
money.”  

Thanks to my Dad, I had the confidence to ignore the noise.  I think my exact words were 
something like, it’s my stamp, and I’ll put it where I want.  And I did.  I graduated first from my 
law school class and ended up clerking for Justice Sandra Day O’Connor—the first female 
Justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.

Finally, and most importantly, my Dad told me almost daily that there are only two de-
cisions that actually matter:  what you choose to do for a living, and who you choose to 
spend your life with.

He would say that your career determines whether you are happy during the day, and your 
partner determines whether you are happy at night.  Get half of that equation wrong, and you 
are miserable for half the day, every day.  Get both right, and all day, every day, is a joy.  

I am not going to give you dating or marriage advice, but I will say with respect to your ca-
reers:  don’t be afraid to pivot if you do not enjoy what you are doing.  

That happened to me.  I loved Economics at UT so much that I was convinced I wanted a PhD 
and a career in Economics, and I went down that path.  I know the exact moment I realized 
that, while I loved Economics as a major, I wasn’t in love with Economics as a career.  It was 
my first graduate level game theory exam.  The test felt like doom.  I hated it.  But just as it 
ended, my best friend looked at me and gleefully said:  “that exam was so much fun, I want to 
take it again!”  

I knew immediately that I had made a mistake about one of the two most important decisions 
in my life.  I did not share my friend’s enthusiasm for Economics enough to make it my daily 
job.  I pivoted, quickly, to law.  After my first civil procedure exam (which I took twice for fun), I 
understood that what I loved about economics at UT was less the math and more the critical 
thinking skills that are fundamental to the discipline.  I found that I needed those skills every 
day in the law, and I loved it.  

Changing careers was hard and scary.  But that change (and marrying my husband and hav-
ing children) were the best decisions I have ever made in my life.  And it was all thanks to my 
Dad’s advice.
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I hope his advice helps you like it did me.  My Dad is not with us anymore, but I know he’s lis-
tening now, and laughing about the fact that I publicly admitted he was right.  

In his memory, I wish for you what, to him, would be the greatest wish of all:  may you always 
be learning and growing, and may you love who you are, what you do, and the people you 
spend your life with.  Congratulations!


