
Thank you for the opportunity to speak and celebrate with you today.  

Thank you to the MAE department faculty for the support and guidance that you have given to me and 

my peers. I want to especially thank the MAE staff, many of whom assisted me personally in countless 

ways and offered a kind word of encouragement that kept me going. Thank you. 

My name is Stefan Atay and I completed my doctoral studies in MAE this past summer.  

After working in industry for over a decade, my desire to continue growing and learning drove me to 
enroll in MAE in 2018. I’m so grateful to MAE for providing the avenue to satisfy my curiosity, explore 

esoteric research topics, and ultimately help advance, even in a small way, human knowledge. Every 
MAE graduate student, and many undergraduates, have contributed new knowledge to society. That is a 

big deal, and we should all be incredibly proud. 

MAE provided me the opportunity to dive whole-heartedly into learning. In fact, I’ve come to realize 

that the real value of an engineering education isn’t mastery of a particular discipline. Rather, your 
engineering diploma is proof that you know how to learn new things. Your diploma indicates several 
other discipline-agnostic virtues, such as critical thinking ability, autonomy and curiosity. These are the 
characteristics that employers want and that the world needs. What this means is that we can think 

bigger about our role in the world; we aren’t defined by what we know today, because we can learn 

anything we want to tomorrow.  

I think this is especially true for mechanical and aerospace engineers. Having an MAE degree means that 
you’ve been exposed to about a zillion subdisciplines. I won’t attempt to name them, because I’ll forget 

some and I don’t want any faculty to feel left out. But suffice it to say that mechanical and aerospace 
engineers have to know a lot of things about a lot of things. That this is true, however, is not common 
knowledge. Prepare the blow the minds of your coworkers if you know how to write a computer 

program or know anything at all about electricity. I recall Dr. Buckner once saying something to the 
effect of “when I see an electromechanical device that I’m unfamiliar with, I don’t get nervous, because I 
know the fundamental principles that make any such device operate.” Studying MAE should give us that 

confidence about almost anything technology-related. We know how to ask questions, and we know 

where to look for answers, thanks to our training as engineers. 

We all want to do work that makes a positive difference in the lives of people around the world. But I 
want to encourage you that your impact on other people’s lives isn’t predicated on developing a 

life-saving technology or the solution to climate change. You will do that too, but the biggest impact 
you’ll make will be on the lives of the people with whom you work. I truly believe that the most 
important thing that you will do in your working life, and with your degree, will be to develop 

meaningful, authentic relationships. The truth is that the quality of the relationships that you have with 
your coworkers is a better predictor of your happiness than the work that you are doing. Furthermore, 
the happiest engineers that I know are the ones who have made the transition from striving to achieve 

things for themselves, to striving to help others reach their potential. It won’t be long before you are in a 
position to mentor your peers and support their development. You’ll sit and listen patiently, offer 
encouragement, see to it that they have a voice and are recognized for their work. I’m sure that MAE 

faculty and staff would agree that helping and serving others gives unparalleled meaning to one’s work.  



So, take a moment and bring to mind someone who helped you in a meaningful way while you’ve been 

here. Think of a friend, a professor or TA, a staff member, someone from a student group, a counselor, 
or someone working at The Oval. Think about how they supported and encouraged you; they helped 
with a project, were patient with you when you didn’t understand something, bought you lunch, 

listened to your idea, or just said something kind to you. Take this moment to feel gratitude for 

everything that you have received from them. And be sure to thank them later. 

Congratulations again on your incredible achievements. You did it! 

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 


