
I’m Ben and I grew up in Barnstaple; a large part of which was being a student at Park. I now live in sunny 

California studying for my PhD in maths at UC Berkeley. A ‘PhD’ is a research qualification you do after 

graduating from university if you want to continue to learn about and contribute to a subject, like maths in 

my case. 

Even when I was at Park, I had some idea that I wanted to study maths in the long-term. Knowing that was 

one of the things that shaped my thinking, helped me make decisions, and led me to form relationships 

with likeminded people. Indeed, it continues to do all of these and more. 

This leads me to commend to you that you spend some time thinking about your future. That’s not quite 

accurate: I don’t mean that you should really consider what you will be doing in some number of years’ 

time, but instead think about what really interests you. What makes you turn away from whatever you’re 

doing and devote your attention to it? What do you most enjoy talking about? 

For the sake of clarity, I am going to describe such a thing as a ‘calling’, however much I dislike the word. 

After you discover whatever your calling is – or, rather, if you do – then comes the matter of considering 

your future. What are the steps that you need to take in order to pursue your calling? For me, to get to do 

maths every day as a job, I needed to graduate from university with a degree. In order to do that, I needed 

to go to college and emerge with good A-level grades. In order to do that, I needed to get my GCSEs at 

Park. And, lastly, in order to do that I needed to turn up to class every day. The small things cannot help 

but be affected by the big things. 

Let me also say that you mustn’t feel pressured to find your calling. Time is very much on your side. 

Maybe you’re tired of hearing it – I’m 22 and still get told – but you all have so much time to make 

decisions and, best of all, make mistakes. What I can guarantee you is that there is something out there that 

intrigues you. Something that stirs up a desire to ask questions and then have them answered. 

I’m very fortunate in that I realised early what I wanted to do, and that this zany world allows me to do it 

every day. There are many other callings that you can’t do as a job and hence have to coexist with whatever 

you do on an everyday basis. That doesn’t mean that they are any more limited, just that they are to be 

realised in a different way.  

My world is full of very driven people who have a clear idea of where they want to end up. It is also full of 

vulnerable people who doubt their own ability to contribute to what they love doing. I’ve spent time 

playing both roles and can tell you that both are flawed. To most of us doubt is more natural than 

confidence, but to really care about something is more fundamental than both. 

I came to realise this mostly through talking to other people. Realising what you want to do has the side 

effect of linking you with likeminded people. However, in my work at least, it is the connections between 

different things that have the most value. I believe this is true for people too. If you find a calling to pursue, 

it should not have the effect of narrowing the range of people you meet. Instead, it should broaden it, and 

in the process surprise you by the possibilities of new and unthought-of combinations. 

Let me conclude by noting that there is a difference between an ambition and a passion. I didn’t grasp this 

for a long time, not in fact until my father retired last year. Ambition is wanting to be recognised for your 

passion, which should never be your motivation for anything. Find what intrigues you and pursue it 

unashamedly. 


