
GHCDS National Art Honor Society Speech, by Nicole Canegata 
 
Good afternoon parents and family, faculty members, students, and this year’s inductees to the 
GHCDS National Art’s Honor Society.   
 
I’ve been thinking long and hard the last few weeks of what I want to say to you all about art; and I 
thought I would share my story, what art means to me, how it has affected my life and helped me to 
get to where I am today.  
 
As mentioned, in my bio, I am a photographer and creative entrepreneur. I am very fortunate and 
grateful to LOVE what I do (which is important in life) and I am able to sustain a lifestyle and career 
from doing what I love.  
 
Twenty years ago (believe it or not) I walked these same walkways - since I can’t say hallways  and if 
you asked me what I saw myself doing in the future - I never in a million years thought I would be a 
working photographer! 
 
I come from a family of talented artists, but I’d never considered myself an artist for most of my life, 
especially at your age. I’d never taken a formal art or photography class growing up, but there was 
always a yearning inside of me and appreciation for the creative arts...living life to the fullest and 
being inspired by the natural beauty that surrounds me.  
 
I went ahead and studied a major in college the first time around that I was good at, but didn’t fulfill 
or quench this creative yearning. At your age, you don’t quite know who you are yet…you’re 
constantly evolving and will be for your entire life; BUT life is all about choices - remember that.   
 
So I went along with the rat race for a bit, working a couple 9-5 desk jobs (some more cushy than 
others) and always enjoyed keeping myself busy with my many hobbies - photography and travel 
being my favorites.   
 
Photography has played a major role throughout my life, but I had never acknowledged it or saw it 
for what it was then. I loved taking photos, I recognized the importance of documenting moments, 
and I loved creating beautiful imagery for myself. I finally started sharing my images with friends and 
family who always said - “you have a really good eye...I didn’t know you were a photographer?” “Me 
either?!” And little did I know...my life was about to change forever in one moment.  
 
In January 2007, my Dad was killed in Iraq while serving in the Army National Guard and had only 
been in the Middle East for a month during his active duty. Hopefully not many of you have lost a 
parent or significant loved one, but if you have, you realize the impermanence of life...that it is short 
and nothing is guaranteed.  
 
Out of that grief and pain, I decided to live more fully. I had been ignoring my innate passions all my 
life, not feeling that I was good enough to pursue it or make a living at it. As an artist, we are always 



our worst critics (my constant struggle) - which can be good and bad - but I urge you to let that voice 
inside of you push you to always be better and not hold you back.   
 
So I quit my financial research job of eight years, sold most of my material possessions, and decided 
to move to California and go back to school for photography at the age of 30.  
 
There were so many challenges and roadblocks trying to prevent me from answering this call within. 
Despite the roller coaster ride to get into my program...the constant struggle to survive the two and a 
half years of intense learning and training (no art program is for the faint of heart - remember 
that)…and a couple mental/emotional breakdowns in between (I wanted to quit every day, but kept 
pushing forward with the encouragement of a few key players in my life)…I graduated one semester 
later than planned, BUT I did it! I proved to myself that I could do anything I put my mind to and 
heart into. Nothing worth having comes easy, but with a goal in mind, hard work and perseverance - 
the possibilities are infinite!  
 
Here I am today - a creative entrepreneur - finally embracing the artist that I am; and in many ways, 
my Dad is the reason I am a photographer today. I have combined my passion for what I love and 
apply it to my everyday existence. My job is very important - I tell stories...create magic...evoke 
emotion...document and archive the intangible to last a lifetime. There is power in all of that and I 
recognize that my job isn’t about taking pretty photos (even though I love to do that) or capturing 
moments, it’s about digging deeper to understand the connection of our humanity.  
 
I want to inspire you along this journey – to make good choices…dig deeper to find meaning and 
purpose...realize the power of the arts. 
 
Photography allows me to be present...attuned to life without distractions...more emphatic...forces 
me outside my comfort zone...allows me to appreciate the small miracles of everyday life...helps me 
to bridge the gap to connect people in unique ways, but most importantly it makes me feel alive, 
and makes me a better person.  
 
You guys are already ahead of the game - you’ve recognized your innate talents and abilities - 
otherwise you wouldn’t be here today...so I applaud you!  
 
I want you to know that you can do anything as long as you work hard…believe in yourself…and 
stick to your goals. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Life is short - be happy...do what you love and 
keep pushing forward. The world is literally your oyster and canvas!  
 
 


