




 
A Lesson Before Graduating 

 
A philosophy professor stood behind a table at the front of his 
class with an empty mason jar in front of him. When class 
started, he picked up the jar and filled it with large rocks right 
to the top. 
 
He then asked the students if the jar was full? They agreed 
that it was. 
 
So, the professor then picked up a box of pebbles and poured 
them into the jar. He shook the jar lightly. The pebbles, of 
course, rolled into the open areas between the rocks. The 
students laughed. 
 

He asked his students again if the jar was full. They agreed that yes, it was. 
 

The professor then picked up a box of sand and poured it into the jar. Of course, the 
sand filled up all the small, empty spaces. 

 
This time, the professor simply looked at his students. He didn’t need to ask them 
anything. They all just smiled. 

 
The professor then picked up a pitcher of water and poured some into the jar. This time, 
the students just laughed. 

 
The time has come for you to graduate and start a new phase in your life. All of you will 
leave home in some way or another: move to a new place, attend college, go to the 
military, get a new job, etc. 

 
As you move through life, you have to remember the important things in your lives that 
right now, might not mean that much because you’re so focused on the “what next” 
instead of the “right now.” 
 
As your life progresses, though, make sure that you always remember what’s important 
and who was important during the most formative years of your life.  

 
And think about them in these terms: if you put the sand or the pebbles into your jar 



first—the small things—you are leaving no room, for the rocks and the water will 
struggle to find space. 

 
The same goes for your life. If you spend all your energy and time on the small stuff: 
drama, material things, looks, gossip—you will never have room for the things that are 
truly most important; the big stuff: family, connections, healthy self (mental, physical, 
and emotional), and especially—purpose. 

 
So, as you leave the halls of this school, make it a habit of paying attention to the things 
that are critical in your life. Take care of the rocks first -the things that really matter. Set 
your priorities. The rest is just pebbles and sand. This project was created with that in 
mind, so you don’t forget. 

 
Use your Interactive Notebook to complete each level. Make sure you "design" your pages as 
creatively as possible so that they tell a complete story of who you are. Try to combine 
some areas. For example, when you are writing out the interviews, use some of your PreK-
12 photos as illustrations on each page. (No photos of you? Draw them or have them 
drawn.) 
 
Make sure that you have a title page for the start of each section. Decorate the entire 
project (all your pages) with color, stickers, ribbons, symbols, sticks, leaves, flowers, 
mini/small toys, pop-ups, etc., to make your book as unique as your life. Express yourself 
on each page. 
 
The only caveat: make sure the book can still close. I cannot wait to see what y'all write 
so I can cry, because that's EXACTLY what's going to happen. THIS is finally goodbye. If I 
never see you again, looking at these, I will see you again. 
 

 



#1 Interview Find someone (or some people) who have known you most of your life. Interview 
them, asking them questions about how you grew up and what you were like as 
a child. You may put this interview in any format you choose. 

 
Possible questions: 

● How old was I when you first saw me? 
● How did I look to you? Give me a detailed description. 
● How did I act? 
● Do you remember a time when I was in trouble? What happened? 
● Did I ever do anything to make you laugh out loud? What was it? 
● Do you remember any milestones that I may have had around you? First 

steps, haircut, lost tooth, etc. 
● What is your favorite memory with me? 
● What do you think will be next for me in my life? 
● How will my childhood affect my future? 

Try to have a lengthy conversation with your interviewee and get as much detail 
as possible. Don’t forget to include your comments on events or stories that you 
had forgotten about or didn’t know about. 

#2 Yearbook Construct a photo collage of your school days from kindergarten to 12th grade. It 
may not be easy to find pictures for each grade but do give context for each one 
like: 
 

(1) School name; 
(2) Teacher’s name; 
(3) Something you remember about that grade; 
(4) Picture of you in that grade; and 
(5) Anything else you may find interesting. 

 
Lastly, explain how these years and memories will affect your future. 

#3 Family Tree Design a family tree that includes at least your parents, stepparents, sisters, 
brothers, half-siblings, grandparents, aunts, uncles, first cousins, nieces, and 
nephews. You may extend this as far as you like. Your tree should be your 
creation. Possible ideas include: (1) Gluing pictures onto the tree and writing 
names underneath; (2) If you have computer access, cut and paste an image of a 
tree, print it out, glue it on the page, and add the names of relatives; (3) Take an 
actual branch from a tree that has lots of other branches extending from it and 
paste the images and names from a string attached to the branches. Be original 
and have fun! 



#4 Board of 
Directors 

For this project, you are responsible for choosing 10 people who have shaped your 
life, whether positive or negative. Not all influences are positive, but positive 
things can come from many negative experiences. Yet these choices should 
illustrate those values you admire and/or trust. Your board must include at least 
one person to fit into each of these categories: 

● Educational – at least one person who shaped you into the kind of student 
you are today. 

● Personal – at least one person who helped shape your personal outlook, 
which may include your morals, ethics, values, etc. 

● Social – at least one person who influences the way you relate to others. 
● Historical Perspective – at least one person who gives you a sense of where 

you’ve come from and what your place is in the “great chain of being.” 
● Leadership – at least one person who gives you some perspective on what 

leadership is and on what kind of leadership you’d like to exhibit. 

In a creative, genuine, unique way, present your board of directors in the Notebook 
and the connection they have to your life. 

#5 Note to 
Self 

Write a heartfelt, two-page letter to your younger self at any age you choose. 
Reflect on the following: 
 

• What you’ve learned 
• What surprised you 
• What you regret (if anything) 
• Your proudest moment(s) 
• Your less than prideful moment(s) 
• What advice you’d give your past self 

 
Your letter can definitely be longer than two pages, but it has to be at least two 
pages. 

#6 Your 
Future Awaits, 
Right? 

Now, write a letter to your future self, 5–10 years from now. Include: 
 

• What your hopes are 
• What do you want to remember? 
• What do you hope you’ve overcome? 
• Who do you hope you have become? 
• Somewhere in there, describe where and how you live 
• What you drive 
• Your personality 
• Your circle 

 
Of course you can include so much more, just make sure you fill two pages! 



#7 Manifesto Create a personal manifesto. 
 

1. Include 10 beliefs that guide your life. They can be serious, funny, cultural, 
spiritual, political—whatever makes up who you are. 

2. Then, decorate a single page or two like a wall poster or a protest sign 
collage. 

 
Make sure it covers the entire page (or two). 

#8 My Top 10 List and describe 10 moments in your life that shaped who you are—big or small. 
Use pictures, objects, doodles, and headlines from the news that were happening 
at the time. 
 
Include information like how much did gas cost? A movie ticket? What was your 
spot or “the” hangout spot? 
 
Along with it, write a brief explanation of what makes it your top 10. 
 

#9 Music 
Makes it All 
Magic 

Create a playlist of at least 12 songs that represent different chapters of your life 
from kindergarten to your senior year. 
 
For each, explain: 
 
 the moment it represents; and 
 why it means something to you. 

 
Use 12 pages and design them like an album cover or concert flyer. 
 

#10 MySpace Draw or collage a map of your “safe spaces”—physical or emotional. This could 
be: 
 
 your room; 
 a friend’s house 
 a book 
 music or 
 a memory. 

 
Add captions explaining what makes each place feel safe. You should have one 
per page. 

#11 My Vision Create a vision board to map out what you want your life to look like after 
graduation—where you’ll live, what you’ll do, who you’ll be. Use visuals (drawings, 
magazine cutouts, quotes, goals, college logos, etc.) but no words on this one. 
 
Hint: I would probably put this one somewhere close to my letter to my future 
self. 
 
See examples of how to put together your vision board here and here. 
 

  

https://www.instagram.com/explore/search/keyword/?q=vision%20board%20ideas
https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?q=vision%20board%20ideas&rs=ac&len=6&source_id=ac_pkJAnOlA&eq=vision&etslf=6409


#12 
Confessions 

Instructions: Title the page, Confessions. Then, use these pages to write 5–10 
confessions about yourself. They can be funny, serious, deep, embarrassing, 
random, or emotional—whatever feels real to you. 
 
A few prompts to get you going: 
 

• One thing I regret but never talk about is... 
• Sometimes I pretend to be okay when... 
• I wish more people knew this about me... 
• A secret fear I have is... 
• I’m proud of myself for... 
• One lie I’ve told to protect someone is... 
• If I could redo one moment in my life, it would be... 

 
Format Ideas: 
 

1. Write it as a poem, list, or short letter. 
2. You can hide your confessions under flaps, fold-outs, or in an envelope 

taped to the page. 
3. Use blackout poetry, collage, or doodles to disguise parts you want to keep 

private but still express. 
 
Reminder: This page is for you. Be real. Be raw . Be brave. Your truth 
deserves space. 

#13 Best 
Friend Files: A 
Tribute to My 
Day Ones 

Instructions: Choose one or two best friends who’ve made the biggest 
impact on your life. Title the page(s) Best Friend Files. Then, create a profile 
or “file” for each of them, one on each page, that includes: 
 

• Name / Nickname 
• How We Met (Tell the real story—even if it’s messy or random!) 
• Why We Click (What makes this friendship strong?) 
• Favorite Memory (A moment you’ll never forget—good, bad, hilarious, 

or life-changing) 
• What I’ve Learned from Them (Life lessons, personal growth, or things 

they’ve taught you just by being them) 
• Where We’ll Be in 10 Years (Write what you hope will still be true about 

your friendship) 
 
Design the page like a scrapbook, yearbook page, or even an FBI file. Include: 
 

• Photos or drawings of y’all 
• Inside jokes 
• “Receipts” (ticket stubs, texts, quotes, song lyrics) 
• Vibes-only playlist for your friendship 



#14 Holley 
Self- Portrait 

A Holley Portrait is a “self-portrait” based on your thumbprint. It explains who 
you are: your personality traits, your goals, wishes, what you I like or dislike, 
what you adore or abhor, what you want to do, who you want to be, what you 
long for, what you don't understand, what you live for, etc. Complete a Holley 
Self-Portrait. See examples of a Holley Portrait here. Here are some options to 
capture the thumbprint.  
 

1. Use an ink pad to make a print of your thumb on a piece of paper. 
Enlarge this thumb print on a photocopier to fill up a full sheet of copy 
paper. 
 

2. Take a picture of your thumbprint and enlarge the picture to fill up a full 
sheet of copy paper. 
 

3. Draw (really big on the paper) what looks like a thumbprint really light, 
then write over it. 

 
4. Place a sheet of copy paper over the enlargement of your thumbprint. 

Starting anywhere you wish, write your ideas over your “template,” 
following the contour lines of your thumb print as a guide. 
 

5. Use the template that I provided for you. Cut it out as close to the 
edges as possible. Temporarily tape it underneath a blank sheet of 
paper, then write over the lines you see through the paper. 
Remove it when you are finished. 

 
 

#15 It’s So 
Hard to Say 
Goodbye 

Write goodbye letters to your elementary, middle, and high school years. It 
has to be at least two pages long. Include pictures if you want. 

https://eatock.com/participate/holley-portraits/




NOT A CHANCE!
NOT A CHANCE!




