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born of admiring his mother and those 
who’d cared for him, evaporated after or-
ganic chemistry “kicked my ass freshman 
year,” he says; instead, he concentrated in 
psychology and social relations.

“I’ll tell you the truth,” he adds, sitting in 
his office: “I was completely directionless 
at Harvard.” He stuck close to his room-
mates, and spent more time working—as 
a departmental assistant and a bartender 
at the Hasty Pudding, among other jobs—
than in classes. “I came to Harvard with the 
misconception that if I asked for help, that 
reinforced that I didn’t belong. And then 
any normal level of anxiety was intensified 
because I didn’t ask for help. Where I came 

from, it’s just not something you do,” he 
adds. “I was a fish out of water. I was afraid 
to ask, ‘How do you swim through this?’” 

Graduating with tens of thousands of dol-
lars of student debt, he returned to his moth-
er’s apartment and took a retail job in the ex-
ecutive-training program at Macy’s. Smart, 
entertaining, and assertive, he moved quickly 
into senior management, and then on to the 
Gap, where he met his future wife, Gina, now 
an executive at L’Oréal. By 1991, they were liv-
ing in what had been his apartment since 1989, 
a floor below his mother’s, where they still 
are. When their daughter was born, he stayed 
home to care for her, and then transferred his 
professional skills into film and television 

production, freelancing for news networks 
and product companies before specializing in 
sports with clients like the National Hockey 
League and the New York Giants.

The jobs suited his hard-charging, ag-
ile personality—“I’m as comfortable in the 
boardroom as I am on the street corner”—
but he was still not fulfilled. He had realized 
that since graduation, he’d operated “under 
the fundamentally inaccurate perspective 
that I had to translate my Ivy League edu-
cation into a high level of economic success 
to help my mom.”

In 2001, he decided to “stop chasing dollars 
and follow my heart,” and began exploring 
a possible move into social work. His for-
mer Harvard roommate, and still his closest 
friend, Joe Raposo (now director of donor 
relations at the Kennedy School) suggested 
he join a volunteer group working on repairs 
to the Church of St. Teresa—a five-minute 
walk from Henry Street Settlement. That led 
to a meeting with its then-director, Daniel 
Kronenfeld, and, Garza recalls, a visceral in-
sight: “The way the sun was shining, the con-
nection with the people, and the purpose…I 
just knew that everything felt right about 
Henry Street.” A few months later, when a 
teacher left, he was asked to step in to lead 
that résumé-writing workshop.

His first students  were welfare re-
cipients transitioning to the workforce. 
“Eighty percent wanted to work; the other 
20 percent were a distraction,” he recalls. 
“So I, kind of Brooklyn-style, said to them, 
‘Well, you can leave. You know, the door’s 
not locked.…Then I found out they had to be 
there. There’s this whole alphabet-soup of 
acronyms—they were FTC, ‘failed to com-
ply’ or an FIA case, ‘family independence 
administration,’ or HRAESP, NYC Human 
Resources Administration/Employment 
Services and Placement: everything here 
was an acronym—I was just trying to pro-
duce quality résumés. But the 80 percent, 
and the families and individuals I connected 
to, because I am still in touch with some of 
them, were just a life-changing experience.”

Within a year, he’d been hired full-time, 
and was then named director of employ-
ment services; in 2004, he became the cen-
ter’s chief administrator. During those 
years, Garza saw that vacant lots and dere-
lict buildings in the Delancey Street area 
would ultimately be filled and renewed, and 
“that we should not only aim to serve the 
job seeker, but also…the employer.” He was 
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Since 1642, with just nine graduating students, Harvard’s Commencement Exercises 
have brought together the community unlike any other tradition still observed in the 
University. Degree candidates with family and friends, faculty and administrators who 
supported them, and alumni from around the world are anticipated to participate in our 
368th Commencement Exercises this spring. To accommodate the increasing number 
of people planning to attend, we ask that any interested readers carefully review the 
guidelines governing ticketing, regalia, security precautions, and other important details, 
which are available online at https://commencement.harvard.edu/ticket-information.

 commencement Day Overview
The MOrning exerciSeS begin when the academic procession is seated in Tercen-
tenary Theatre. Three student orators deliver addresses, and the dean of each School 
introduces the candidates for their respective degrees, which the president then con-
fers. Toward the conclusion of the ceremony the graduating seniors are asked to rise, 
and their degrees are conferred on them as a group by the president. Honorary Degrees 
are then conferred before the Exercises are adjourned.
 
DiplOMa-granTing cereMOnieS anD luncheOnS: Graduates and their guests 
return to their respective undergraduate Houses or graduate and professional Schools. 
Harvard and Radcliffe College alumni/ae who have celebrated their 50th Reunion are 
invited to join the Tree Spread luncheon, Harvard and Radcliffe Reunions gather for 
class-based luncheons, while all other alumni may pre-purchase tickets for boxed 
lunches at the Alumni Spread in Harvard Yard.
 
The aFTernOOn prOgraM features an address by Harvard President Lawrence S. 
Bacow and the Commencement speaker, Chancellor Angela Merkel. Officially called 
the Annual Meeting of the Harvard Alumni Association, this program includes the 
Overseer and HAA director election results, presentations of the Harvard Medals, 
and remarks by the HAA president.

—The Harvard Commencement Office and The Harvard Alumni Association
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