
Dear UofM graduates, 
 
It is an honor for me to celebrate your graduation with you.  Congratulations!  I am truly 
proud of every one of you.   You have endured hours of lectures over Zoom while 
resisting the temptation to talk to your friends on Snapchat.   You have taken every type 
of class, on-ground, online synchronous, online asynchronous, sometimes online and 
sometimes on-ground (aka hybrid), and whatever your professor came up with.  I am 
sure now you can handle every challenge life throws at you!   
 
Today is a big milestone for you.   You have many important decisions to make, as you 
embark on the next stage of your life.  This moment reminds me of myself 25 years ago, 
I was a college graduate just like you are.  One of the decisions I made was to pursue a 
graduate degree in the United States instead of joining a company in China.  Growing 
up in a small town in southern China, I was inspired by the female scientists and 
engineers I saw on TV and read about in books.  I thought maybe I could help solve 
some big problems if I became a scientist.  I studied Computer Science in college.  
Since the US led Computer Science research in the world, that’s where I decided to go 
after college. 
 
Interestingly, several major milestones in my life coincided with major events in 
technology.  Google was launched in 1997 when I received with my bachelor’s degree.  
Facebook was launched in 2004 when I received my PhD degree.  Three years later, in 
2007, Apple debuted its first iPhone that brought millions of new mobile users to the 
Internet.  In the same year, my collaborators and I received a grant from the National 
Science Foundation to study what the future Internet will look like.  The Internet started 
in 1969 primarily to connect computer terminals with mainframe servers, but now it 
connects 5 billion people and zetabytes of data.  The original design no longer fits the 
new usage patterns.  In 2010, I joined a team of researchers to propose a new design to 
fundamentally address the problems facing the Internet.  Twelve years later, we have a 
global testbed that runs our own networking software to deliver data securely and 
efficiently.  
 
My strong faith in technological innovations has helped me stay focused over the years 
despite skepticism and setbacks.  However, I have increasingly realized that technology 
is only one component of the solution, even though it is very powerful.  While the 
Internet has made people more connected, our society is more divided than ever.  While 
Google, Facebook, and other tech companies have made vast amount of valuable 
information available at our fingertips, we have been inundated by misinformation and 
disinformation related to COVID19 in this pandemic. According to a Pew Research 
survey, less than half of the US adults believe that algorithms used by social media 
companies to identify false information would make life better.  Indeed, stopping the 
spread of false information requires a multi-faceted approach including civics and digital 
literacy education, AI algorithms, cybersecurity tools, research on human psychology, 
incentives to produce and distribute fact-based information, as well as regulations on 



social media platforms without compromising freedom of speech.  Educators, 
journalists, computer scientists, psychologists, economists, legal scholars, and law 
makers need to work together to find a solution.  And all of us will play a role in 
implementing the solution as content consumers and producers.   
 
Graduates, our society is facing many challenges that will benefit from a multi-faceted 
sociotechnical solution – the ongoing pandemic, gun violence, high cost of food and 
housing, disparity in education and healthcare, and the list goes on.  You cannot just 
stay in your comfort zone and wait for others to find you. Instead, you need to have an 
open mind, seek people who have a different perspective and skillset, work hard, and 
collaborate effectively to solve these problems.  Together you can make a difference! 
 
Finally, let me share this quote from Mother Teresa with you. "None of us, including me, 
ever do great things. But we can all do small things, with great love, and together we 
can do something wonderful."   
 
Lan Wang 
Professor of Computer Science 
University of Memphis 
 


