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Dear students of the Class of 2020,
First, I want to congratulate all of you with your graduation. We live in very confusing times
and I hope that you and your family are doing well. Graduation is something you want to
celebrate with classmates, friends and family. Unfortunately, a ceremony is not an option at
this time due to the outbreak of COVID-19. I do sincerely hope you were able to make the best
out of the situation and have a moment to be proud of your accomplishments.
This is a time of looking ahead to your next step in life. Are you going to start a master’s
degree, maybe start working or take a gap year? These decisions can sometimes be very
stressful and it feels like you are deciding the path you will be taking for the rest of your life.
However, it is most important that you do something that you like. And the decision you
make right now does not set anything in stone. There will be plenty of opportunities to
explore what you like and what you want to do in life.
On the other hand, this is also a time of looking back. Looking back at your years at university
and all that you have learned, not only academically but, most importantly, personally.
Looking back at the new friends you have made and all he experiences you have encountered.
Whether they were big like an exchange semester, or small like a group project, these are all
experiences that teach you more about yourself and what you want out of life. All these
experiences meant stepping out of your comfort zone. And every time you do so, your
comfort zone grows. If you think about the person you were when you graduated high school,
you have probably grown so much as a person by now. And that is something to be proud of.
Finally, this is a time of being thankful to be inspired. Inspired by your parents, family,
friends or maybe a teacher. There are people in your life that motivate you to be your best self
and to get the best out of life. These people also make following you ambitions worthwhile,
because they are there every step of the way and they bring you joy and laughter. I want to ask
you to take a moment to stand still and see who these people are for you and what they mean
to you. Be grateful to them and treasure the time you spend with them. High grades and a
good career are all very important, but without those people in your life it would be
meaningless.
I wish you all the best in the future!
Stay safe,
Lara Valent
President
2019-2020 Board of Honours Programme Association Extensus
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About EAN
To not have to rely on blissful but rare encounters with other
Honours alumni in the future, the Extensus Alumni Network (EAN)
organises a few events per year to stay connected. During ‘borrels’
and reunite days, we meet each other, catching up with old
classmates and getting to know other Honours alumni. If you’ve
enjoyed the Amsterdam Honours Programme, we think that you’ll
also like EAN events and hope to see you during the first-drinks-ofthe-year borrel coming Fall!
You can find more information about EAN at alumni.extensus.org
and use the QR code to sign up to become an
EAN member.
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Your best question
A message from Tom Veeken, class of 2014, president of the
Extensus Alumni Network
Imagine that you’re on your way to meet your best friend. It’s Sunday afternoon and
you’ve slept terrifically, are wearing your favourite outfit, and are well on time. Your
body feels relaxed and strong at the same time and it feels as if anything you’ll touch
will turn into gold. To reach your destination you should turn left, but something
suggests looking towards the right. The car driving towards you stops and she waves
that you can cross the road. Without thinking much of it, you follow the impulse to
take the detour. With the warmth of the sun on your back, you take a closer look at
the well-maintained front gardens in the street. Then you hear someone calling your
name from behind, and another time as you turn around: “Hey, is that you?” An old
classmate is reflecting the same smile you feel on your own face.
Everyone remembers a day like this, feeling filled with joy and amazing encounters.
It’s almost as if you’re a magnet attracting the same vibe. Most people would also
describe these feelings as their goal in life: “I want to be happy.” If that’s the case,
then how do you get there, at least more often?
Dear graduate, you’ve just completed your Bachelor’s Degree with Honours.
Congratulations! That is a great achievement, quite uncommon actually; I hope
you’re proud of it. Completing the Honours Programme means that you have a broad
interest and like asking questions from various perspectives, so you will probably
enjoy the following self-inquisition. Being on the verge of new adventures after your
bachelor programme, I agree with the Extensus board that this is the perfect time to
reflect!
There is no formula that one can write down to be happy more often; to that, I think
we can agree. The next best thing I can think of is an experiment. The experiment
goes as follows: you think about something, and then you figure out what emotions
come about, using your body and mind as instruments. Let’s apply this to the past
few years of extracurricular study; stop reading for a moment and ask yourself: “How
did I feel taking these extra classes?” “How did I like studying and discussing with
students from different disciplines?” “What topics did I most enjoy studying?”

6

As with every experiment, you have to conduct the experiment and then read out the
instruments. Conducting the experiment means sitting down and pondering a topic
for a while. You can think about something that has happened, like the Honours
classes you took, or about something hypothetical, like a master’s programme you
are considering. Reading out the instruments means observing how it makes you
feel to examine the topic, both physical and mental. Not everything can feel epic, for
otherwise it would not feel so special. The contrast is essential: “no light without
darkness.” Besides thinking on your own, you can also think out loud – sometimes,
your response is more apparent with/to the other person.
You might object that this experiment is no different from anything you already do
in life: we think about stuff, which gives us emotions. I would have to agree to that.
However, treating ‘thinking’ as an experiment has two advantages: first, it makes us
more aware which response belongs to which experiment. Secondly, we can look for
reasons underlying our responses by asking: “Why does this topic make me feel like
this?” Answers to such questions are gold, for they can yield a better understanding
of yourself and help deliberately choosing your direction. Your instruments are
sensitive: the better the question, the better the response. What are the best
questions you can ask yourself?
On behalf of the Extensus Alumni Network board, I wish you many fruitful
experiments, giving you joy and sometimes contrasting misery. You can’t fail; you
can only try and learn. On your post-Honours adventures, I hope it helps you
deliberately choose your directions and makes you say: “I am happy,” at least more
often!

Add Tom to your LinkedIn network using this link:
www.linkedin.com/in/tom-veeken/
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Amanda Anh Pham

Study Program: Econometrics and Operational Research
Contact me: anh.plam@student.uva.nl

"The 5-year mark of my journey studying abroad has just passed.
As I look back and connect the dots, all I want to do is go back and
hug my scared young self, who took a lot of steps out of impulse
not knowing what will happen. After many nights of
disappointment and disillusionment, I have thought about
quitting all - I still have not figured out what kept me hanging in
there. Kudos to my loved ones, including my family and friends
for their supportive words that helped me through the tough
times during my study. I realized failures were not so bad after all
and it was mostly about changing our perspectives towards them,
only for the better."
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Justin Smael

Study Program: Amsterdam University College

"Time is money, efficiency is life"
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Naina Parasher

Study Program: Media and Information
Contact me: nainaparasher@gmail.com

"One question I have often been asked in the last three years is
"Why Amsterdam?" Truth be told, it was a last minute gut-feeling
that brought me here and oh boy, was it right! Moving here and
even joining the honours program was a decision driven through
and for ambitious goals. But little did I know that such a decision
could find me a family away from home. From pushing my
boundaries and working on 4 hours of sleep a night to nerdy
debates and fun nights out, I couldn't have asked for a better
journey than the past 3 years have been. Also, it just sometimes do
be like that."
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Rosalie Ursinus
Study Program: Biology
Contact me: rosalie.ursinus@gmail.com

"I would like to thank my arms, for always being at my
side. My legs, for always supporting me. My fingers
because I can always count on them. My hips, for not
lying to me. But most importantly, I would like to
thank everybody at Extensus for making my time as a
student a lot more interesting and enjoyable."
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Tara van Merrienboer
Study Program: Medical Science
Contact me: t.vanmerrienboer@amsterdamumc.nl

"The Honours programme gave me the opportunity to do
more than just learning from books and gave me the
motivation to do things I always wanted to do, like doing
research and exploring the surgery field. After the
bachelor, I start my MD/PhD at the Vascular Surgery
department and I hope I become a surgeon in the future."
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