
Good evening class of 2016 graduates, parents, family, and community 

members. My name is Rachel Piepenbrink and I am the Student Body President for 

the 2015-2016 school year. It is my honor to have served in this role during my 

senior year.  

Seniors, today we are on a level playing field. As we look around we will 

see that some students are male, some are female, some are tall, some are short, but 

we are all dressed EXACTLY the same. Our diplomas, except for our name, are 

EXACTLY the same. We all sit here tonight with the same outcome to our high 

school career. We all graduated. We all made it. A high school diploma doesn't 

show GPA, effort, or attendance. We all have the same piece of paper showing the 

world that we made it. The differences will be evident tomorrow. We all will make 

decisions about what to do and where to go from here. When we leave tonight, we 

will leave with all the skills necessary to be successful. We have been trained, 

coached, and taught from the best.  

Plans start with dreams. Dreams turn into ideas and ideas into plans. But we 

need to remember that dreams change. Sometimes they change because we want 

them to, sometimes they change because of our circumstances. I want to share a 

personal experience of how my dreams and plans were changed because of 

circumstances beyond my control.  
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I was born and grew up in Huntington, West Virginia where my dad was the 

head coach of the Marshall baseball team. Following the end of third grade, my 

dad moved our family across the state to Inwood, West Virginia, a five hour drive 

from our previous home, when he decided to make a career change.  

The summer I moved to the South Berkeley area, I began taking horseback 

riding lessons at Sulphur Springs Stables and absolutely loved it. I had an 

incredible instructor that became one of my close friends and introduced me to the 

horse I eventually came to own for seven wonderful years. “Kissa” became my 

best friend and my comfort, helping me through the transition into a new school 

and town and helping me to overcome the loneliness that came along with it. He 

helped me through the rocky middle school years as well as the sudden loss of my 

riding instructor, close friend, and role model when I was in 8th grade. In my 

young teenage girl eyes, Brandy Orsini was the epitome of grace and perfection. I 

loved and admired many people, but no one could top Brandy. The stables 

gradually became my safe haven, a place I would appreciate for the rest of my life.  

As a freshman, I started for the varsity soccer team and was riding and 

showing my horse on a regular basis. I had a fairly rigid plan for my high school 

years; I thought I had it all figured out. As many of you know, during the first high 

school soccer game of my junior year I broke my leg which was then followed by 

two pretty extensive surgeries. My best laid plans were suddenly changed against 
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my will. My soccer career came to a halt and I could no longer ride my horse. I 

donated my horse and best friend of seven years to “Horses With Hearts,” which is 

an organization that provides therapeutic riding to physically and mentally disabled 

children and adults. Kissa was such a blessing to me for years and although it was 

difficult for me to let go, I am glad he is able to continue to be a blessing to other 

children just as he was to me.  

After donating my horse to Horses with Hearts and not being able to play 

soccer, I had to make a new plan for my high school life. I had a decision to make; 

I could either become a victim of my circumstances or make the best of it and find 

new ways to fill my time. Neither attitude would change the fact that I had a 

broken leg, so I decided to maintain a positive outlook and make the best of it.   

My wonderful photography teacher, Ms. Burton, encouraged me to further 

my photography skills and experience through the independent study program. She 

continues to guide me and helped me start my own little photography business.  I 

had discovered a new passion and I realized that although it wasn't part of my 

original plan, I was very happy.  

I got more involved with student council. This pushed me out of my comfort 

zone and gave me the confidence to run for student body president. Although 

student government wasn’t part of my original plan, I was still happy.  
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Being involved in Leadership and Student Council has made me a better and more 

well-rounded person. My Leadership teachers have inspired me so much and have 

instilled many important values within me. I now focus much more than I used to 

on making others feel welcome and important. I now know the difference between 

a leader and a manager.  I have learned that taking just a little of your time to make 

someone else feel better and less alone could make a world of difference for that 

person. These are qualities that I may not have made a priority if my original plan 

had worked out.  

When we leave here tonight and walk off of this level playing field, most of 

us are leaving with a specific plan and a dream. We need to work hard to follow 

our plans and make our dreams come true. But we also need to be okay when our 

plans change. We need to be open to new and improved dreams. We need to be 

flexible and not so hard on ourselves. We need to find happiness in the journey not 

just the destination. I encourage every student listening today to try. Find your 

passions and put all your effort into them. Try at everything you do. It's that work 

and progression that will lead to achieving your dreams and becoming successful. 

Don't be afraid to take some risks; nothing great ever happened without a person 

having first tried. Thanks to the teachers of Musselman High School, the South 

Berkeley community, and our families we have been given the opportunities and 

been equipped with the skill sets we need to go out into the world and do 
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something. It is now up to us to continue to educate ourselves and work hard to 

pursue our dreams and become successful. 

These have been 4 long years and 4 short years. The years seem long when 

we think of how many papers we have written and how many hours we have spent 

studying. The years seem short when we think of the friendships that we have 

formed and how much we are going to miss each other.  

Although we all want to walk out of here and change the world, what we 

really need to focus on is changing someone's world. We need to focus on being 

kind. We need to focus on being aware of those around us and their needs. We 

need to follow what we have been taught in our Appleman Community and give 

back just as so many have done for us. Thank you to our school and community 

members for getting us this far. Thank you for all your gifts and encouragement. 

We truly couldn't have done it without your patience, generosity, wisdom, and 

support; this is irreplaceable. We have what we need to be successful from here. I 

promise that you won't be disappointed!   

Congratulations again to all of my fellow graduates; I'm so proud to have 

achieved this accomplishment alongside of all of you. Thank you to everyone that 

attended this graduation ceremony; I think I can speak on the behalf of the entire 
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graduating class when I say we greatly appreciate your display of support for the 

Musselman High School Class of 2016.  

 


