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Hello Graduates, physicians, fellow scientists!  
Dear professors, parents, family members, guests, students, 
colleagues and friends, 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
I am incredibly honored to have the opportunity to address the 
Drexel University College of Medicine Class of 2026.  
 
I am excited to be here, nervous even! I am not used to be in 
the spot lite; my life has not been like that. For 4 decades I was 
far from a stage, I worked quietly in the laboratory performing 
experiments myself, culturing plasmids, pouring gels and 
writing the labnotes. But I knew the work I was doing mattered. 

 
My journey started with humble beginnings and has followed a 
long winding road. I grew up in a small Hungarian town of ten 
thousand people. My family lived in a one room house with no 
running water. My parents had only elementary school 
education. My mother was a bookkeeper, my father butcher.  
Early on I learned from them that hard work is part of life, - and 
how to make sausage! As a little girl I was very curious and 
fascinated by nature. I liked to watch chickens hatch from eggs 
and the plants grow from small seeds we placed in the soil. It 
was like witnessing a miracle! I didn’t know a single scientist, 
but even then I knew that I wanted to be one.  
Over time my curiosity and passion led me to biochemistry and 
eventually the fascinating possibilities of messenger RNA. 



 
In the 45 years since I sat where you are now, I have learned 
valuable lessons that I would like to share with you today.  
 

1. Love your work and take care of yourself 
You will spend most of your life working, so it is important to 
enjoy it. As many of you have already decided to be a physician 
you will dedicate your life to helping others, taking care of the 
patients or performing research. 
You also must love yourself and take care of yourself. 
Remember, at the airplane in emergency, when the oxygen 
mask comes down, first you need to fix it on yourself, then you 
can help your child. You can help others only if you are taken 
care off.  
 

2. Learn to handle stress.  
In high school my teacher handed me a book called The Stress 
of Life in which Hans Selye wrote something that stayed with 
me and helped me stay on track, no matter how difficult the 
road became. Selye coined the word stress in the 1930s. He 
said stress can kill you, depending on how you respond to it. If 
you are angry, do not seek revenge, it only escalates and 
ultimately harms you. Instead, try to find gratitude. And never 
carry grudge, it only poisons you. When I received awards, I 
always said thanks to people who tried to make my life 
miserable. They made me work harder and achieve more.  
OK, I didn’t invite them to Stockholm for my Nobel Prize award 
ceremony. 
 



3. Focus on what you can do  
You always must focus on things that you can change, that you 
have effect on. Just consider a simple example from everyday 
life. If you are late and you blame the traffic or the weather, on 
things that you can’t change, then you will be always late.  But if 
you recognize that you are late because you didn’t start early 
enough, next time you will be there in time.   

 
If you lose your job embrace it as a new opportunity.  I 
needed this advice myself as I was terminated from positions 
twice just here in Philadelphia. Each time, instead of feeling 
sorry for myself, I focused all my energy to figure out what is 
next. This was the only thing I could control. When you lose 
your job you feel devastated. But I am telling you I wouldn’t 
be here today and wouldn’t achieve all those things if I would 
not have been terminated in my position several times.   
 
Remember: If you want to do something you find the way, if 
not you find excuses. 
 
As I said many times, I have no special talent, no special 
memory or vision. My strengths are that I can focus on things 
that I can change and know how to handle stress. 

 
4. Do not compare yourself to others 
Many people burn out in their work and lose their enthusiasm 
because they compare themselves to others, those who 
might work less, achieve more, get paid more, promoted. 
There will be always people like those. Remember, that your 



only meaningful comparison is with the person you were 
yesterday.  

 
5. Believe in yourself 

The environment can be intimidating. As a small-town girl 
coming to an American Ivy league school, I was asking myself 
could I think of something that all those very smart scientists 
working in that famous university wouldn’t. I had to answer 
YES, why not. Please believe in yourself, do not settle for less 
than what you are capable of achieving, aim high and trust 
that you can do it. “Believing in yourself is an endless 
destination, believing you will fail is the end of your journey. 

 
 

6. Find the right partner for life if you haven’t done that yet 
I met my husband while we were students. He has supported 
my dreams and every difficult decision every step of the way. 
Together, we moved to a foreign country when we hardly had 
any money in our pockets and our 2-year-old child by our side… 
all so that I could continue my research.  He never told me to 
stop research and cook something when on the weekends I was 
rushing back to the laboratory to do “just one more important 
experiment.” A decade ago, he even supported my move to 
Germany because he understood how important it was for me 
to help mRNA reach a clinical trial. He always understood how 
much science meant to me. Our daughter grew up seeing that 
lifelong commitment to my science and she always encouraged 
me. She turned out OK, she went on to win 2 Olympic gold 
medals in rowing for the United States in Beijing and London. 



 
To the graduating women here today: you do not need to 
choose between a career and having a family. Choose a partner 
who believes in your dreams and supports your decisions. 
And to everyone here: be that kind of partner, spouse, friend. 
Success is rarely achieved alone. 
 
And finally let me tell you a story about my daughter. When she 
was 7 years old and just finished 2nd grade, she came home and 
immediately started writing a letter. I asked her who you are 
writing to, and she said to my teacher Misses Wilson, I am 
thanking her for the wonderful year, we learned so much.  
At that moment, I realized that at 35 years old, I had not sent 
such a letter to my own teachers. But from then on, I changed. I 
began visiting them, calling them, writing letters and expressing 
my appreciation. 
So the conclusion: Do not hesitate to learn from anybody, even 
a 7-year-old can teach you something important. And from 
time-to-time tell those who helped you, your family, your 
teachers, your fellow students how much you value what they 
have done, their generosity and inspiration. 
 
Class of 2026: Stay curious. Work hard on things that matter to 
you. Do not be discouraged by setbacks or by those who 
underestimate you. And wherever life takes you, encourage 
others and open doors for those who come after you. 
 
Many things have changed in the 45 years since I sat where you 
are today, a new graduate beginning the next chapter of life. 



But one thing has not changed: You still only have 24 hours in a 
day. Use them wisely.  
Remember, not everything that demands your attention, 
deserves it. 
So now go on and make this world a better place for all of us. 
Thank you 
 

Katalin Karikó 
 
 


