
by Writer Jodie Tweed

UCSD Chancellor Pradeep K. Khosla   
Speaks with DyNAMC America’s Future Leaders 

Chancellor Khosla recently spent time discussing 
his position and his opinions on leadership 
and diversity with three students. DyNAMC is 
privileged to provide you with the exclusive 
transcription of their discussion.

Rodney Thompson: What is a typical day like for 
you?

Chancellor: A typical day, for me, starts at about 
7:30 a.m. and ends at 9:00 to 10:00 p.m., five days 
a week. Then, during the weekend, it maybe 
starts at 10:00 a.m. and ends at like, 10:00 p.m. 
My day typically includes a number of meetings.  

A lot of meetings, including meetings like this. 

Lamarr Thompson: What attributes should the ideal Chancellor possess? Which are your strengths?

Chancellor Khosla: I don’t know how accurate it is, but I can tell you a chancellor’s job. You’ve got to 
be a mayor during parts of the day and you have to be a chief executive officer the other parts of the 
day. You have to be an academic leader and a college leader the rest of the day, then you’ve got be a 
fundraiser. The reason my days are so long is that a lot of these are events that go from morning through 
the evening. So you have to be multiple people, all in the same day. I could be, right now, an academic 
leader interviewing with you, and as soon as we are done, the next meeting could be a very bad meeting 
with somebody, and I have to deal with that. I don’t know what I am best at. Hopefully, I am good at just 
about everything, just, maybe, not the best at anything. I enjoy everything we do. A mayor is like being 
a politician, a CEO is like being an administrator, an academic college leader is being a leader, and a 
fundraiser is being a charming personality.

Lamarr Thompson: What, in your career, whether purely academic or, certainly, through life experience, 
made you the best person to be the UCSD Chancellor?

Chancellor Khosla: Again, I don’t know if I am the best person to be the UCSD Chancellor, but I am 
capable of being the UCSD Chancellor. You know, I was thinking about what got me here, and I think it 
was two things. One was my experience as a faculty member where I was a very successful in terms of 
teaching and research. Second was my experience as an organization builder, where I created programs. I 
was successful there, too. So if you combine the two together, that is what you need to be the Chancellor.

Rodney Thompson: Okay. I have another question. What created your interest in electrical and computer 
engineering?

Chancellor Khosla: It was an accident. Actually, I wanted to do physics, and I started my Bachelor’s in 
physics because I wanted to be either an astrophysicist or a nuclear physicist, but those were not in India 
and there were no jobs as physicists, then. My parents got really upset with me and said, “You can’t be 
doing this; you’ve got to find something that will get you a job.” The closest I could find to physics was 
electrical engineering. So, that’s what I did.

The students interviewing Chancellor Khosla left to right, Rodney Thompson 
Jr. age 15 St. Augustine H.S., Lamarr Thompson age 13 Millennium Tech Middle 

School and Verry Jackson age 24 Grossmont College

45

D
yN

A
M

C
 • 

 IS
S

U
E

 4



Verry Jackson:  Can you think of a person who had a 
tremendous impact on you as a leader?

Chancellor Khosla: Yes, many people have had an 
impact on me as a leader, but the person I would 
name while growing up, was my mother. At Carnegie 
Mellon, there was one faculty member, Angel Jordan, 
who was provost there (I was an assistant professor). I 
learned a lot watching him. He was one of the people 
who had a great impact on me. 

Lamarr Thompson: How would you describe your 
leadership style?

Chancellor Khosla: One word: enabling. I like to 
enable people.

Lamarr Thompson: What is one characteristic that 
every leader should possess?

Chancellor Khosla: One word: Empathy. Do you 
know what empathy means? 

Lamarr Thompson: I think so. Empathy is like 
coming together, working together.

Chancellor Khosla: Oh, okay. What do you think, 
my friend? Empathy, what does it mean? What does 
sympathy mean, do you know?

Rodney Thompson: Like feeling for another person. 

Chancellor Khosla: Right. Feeling for another person 
is sympathy. Feeling LIKE another person is empathy. 
If I can put myself in your shoes, I can know how you 
are feeling or what you are thinking.

Rodney Thompson: More so, understanding 
someone else, where they from?

Chancellor Khosla: Exactly. If you don’t understand 
where they come from you can’t lead anybody; so 
you have to understand where people are coming 
from. It’s a special ability that I don’t think everybody 
has.

Lamarr Thompson: What is the biggest challenge 
facing our leaders, today?

Chancellor Khosla: I wish there were only one 
challenge facing leaders today. I think the biggest 
challenge facing society today is that there are not as 

many leaders as we need. I don’t think leaders 
are facing a challenge; I think society is facing a 
challenge because of the lack of leadership. We 
don’t see the Nelson Mandela’s of the world; we 
don’t see the Ghandi’s of the world; we don’t 
see the . . . you see? We don’t see all of these 
great leaders. We don’t see that much of them 
anymore. I think that is our problem as a society.

Verry Jackson: What is one mistake that you’ve 
witnessed leaders make more frequently than 
others?

Chancellor Khosla: I think when leaders start 
focusing on themselves, and their ego gets in 
the way of doing the right thing, that is when 
they stop becoming leaders. That’s terrible for 
them and for society. Right?

Verry Jackson: Definitely. What are some 
resources you would recommend to someone 
like me, who is looking to gain insight to 
becoming a better leader?

Chancellor Khosla: I can tell you, the best 
things you can do are, number one: read great 
books. I am not talking comic books. I am talking 
biographies, autobiographies of great people, 
great leaders. Number two: Watch great leaders, 
and see what they do, and ask yourself, “Why is it 
they do what they do?” You can learn from that 
and then you . . .

Verry Jackson: Do you have any leaders, or 
books, that you would recommend to me, 
personally?

Chancellor Khosla: You know, I have not read 
any biographies on great people, lately. But 
there was one that stands out in my mind. The 
biography of Robert Simon; that was a really 
good book. There was another book I read about 
a man, he was not a leader, but, again, the story 
was very insightful to me. It was about a genius 
mathematician, called The Man Who Knew 
Infinity. That was a really good book. There was 
a book I read about the building of the atomic 
bomb, which involved a whole bunch of people; 
these are all nuclear physicists. That was a really 
good book. So, you notice, it is not just one or 
the other. 

Verry Jackson: So, would you say I should look D
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for these leaders who played a role in my life?

Chancellor Khosla: Let’s say you’re interested in 
sports. You’ve got to be able to relate to people. 
You can’t read nuclear physicists and have no 
idea what they are talking about. You know 
what I am saying? I am sure there are books, 
although I don’t know what they are right now, 
of great football players who have written their 
biographies or autobiographies.

Verry Jackson: So I would look for a football 
player--someone like Hall-of-Famer, Ray Lewis? 
Someone who had a lot of success?

Chancellor Khosla: Yes, that is exactly right. 
Not only someone who had a lot of success, 
but someone who lead his life in a good way, 
was not just a great football player. There are a 
lot of great football players that you don’t want 
as a role model. So if you want a great leader, 
who would you pick?

Verry Jackson: Like Ray Lewis? Actually the 
Ray Lewis story is kind of . . . he got himself 
into something . . . well, he was a great leader 
after that, like you said.

Chancellor Khosla: But it does not have to be a 
hall-of-famer. It could just be a great guy whose 
life you want to emulate. You know? 

Rodney Thompson: What age or grade do you 
feel is best to start thinking about what you 
want to be in life?

Chancellor Khosla: I think every age is a 
good age. Even my age is a good age, because 
you learn new things. In this country, where 
opportunity shows up for people of all ages, 
one should be thinking of what you want to be 
when you grow up, as they say. I mean, I should 
be thinking of what I want to be, you should be 
thinking about what you want to be . . . every 
age is a good age.

Rodney Thompson: Right. What does being an 
“engaged learner” mean to you?

Chancellor Khosla: Let’s see. I’ve thought 
about that. It was, in my mind, somebody who’s 
focused on learning, and somebody who is 
committed to applying the learning for the 

good and the betterment of society. Just learning is 
okay, but that’s not good enough. You have to apply it 
so that society becomes a better place. 

Rodney Thompson: One of the characteristics of 
education is that we believe in engaging with each 
other; with ideas that generate creativity and solutions. 
Why are these types of conversations important?

Chancellor Khosla: This brings me to diversity. The 
reason that talking to other people is important is 
because the probability that two people are alike is 

about zero. Right? Even if they look alike physically, 
like identical twins, they might have different life 
experiences. Right? Getting different life experiences 
into a conversation, bringing in different people’s point 
of view, having people come from different places to 
the same conversation leads to better results; leads to 
better solutions. Right?

So, then, if you believe this, you should know that 
diversity is very good. This is a form of diversity. This 
is a form of diversity in thought. Diversity in thought 
is diversity created by diversity in social-economic 
backgrounds. The rich people think differently from 
the lower income people. A lower income person who 
lives in a middle class neighborhood has a different 
experience than a lower income person who lives in 
a lower income neighborhood. People are different. 
So,an African-American person living in a white 
neighborhood thinks of life differently than an African-
American living in the inner city. Do you see what I am 
saying? 

Rodney Thompson: Yeah.

Chancellor Khosla: And, that’s why, for this society to 
be a better place, we have to have three things. It’s not 
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just diversity. Number one is diversity, 
right? Number two is equity. Not in that 
word, but in this other thing, this equity. If 
we can be a diverse society without being 
equitable, that is not good enough. We 
are a diverse society. Our problem is that 
we are not equitable. Some people have 
better opportunity than others. Right? 
Number three is being inclusive. We can 
be equitable without being inclusive, 
or we can be inclusive without being 
equitable. I think we need three things, 
diversity, equity and inclusion. 

Lamarr Thompson: From what you know 
about UCSD, so far, are there areas where 
you see UCSD needs more focus?

Chancellor Khosla: We are one of the 
great schools in the country, so we need 
to prepare our students to be the best that 
they can be to go out and make an impact 
on the world. This is easier said than done. 
Within this context, there are a couple of 
things I want to focus on. First, is making 
this a more diverse place, more equitable, 
a more inclusive place. Second is making 
us more affordable and accessible to lower 
income kids who come from lower income 
families. In my mind, they have a great 
need. 

Rodney Thompson: When you finally 
step down as Chancellor one day, what do 
you hope or expect to have accomplished 
during your stay at UCSD?

Chancellor Khosla: I would hope that 
what I just told you that UCSD needs is 
what I would have accomplished. That’s 
number one, make it more student-
centered, everything is about the student. 
Number two, show the world that higher 
education creates paths to social mobility 
and success. I want it to be available to 
everybody in this country--all the social-
economic backgrounds, all races, equally. 

Rodney Thompson: You mentioned 
equity, diversity and one more . . . do you 
have a plan to make these more . . .

Chancellor Khosla: Yes, these things 

are what people call cultural changes. These things don’t 
happen overnight; they don’t happen automatically. They 
happen because of many, many conversations you have. 
So you create a safe place for having conversations, for 
understanding each other, for understanding people. As 
Chancellor, I like to use my position, my stature, to argue for 
more diversity, more inclusion, and more equity. Believe it 
or not, people listen to what a Chancellor has to say. They 
don’t always agree with the Chancellor, nor do they carry 
out 100% of what I say, but a lot of people listen because 
I set the tone for the institution and the strategy for the 
institution. So, that’s my plan, to talk about it. 

Verry Jackson: And for the people who are less fortunate, 
or don’t know where to receive information, or have the 
ability to contact someone like yourself, what kind of things 
do you do to reach out to them?

Chancellor Khosla: I do many things. It’s not just me. I 
have a large staff out there that helps me . . .I go out into 
the community, talk to the community. I was at the Jacobs 
Center two weeks ago. Where am I going next? South Bay 
Regional Education Center. That’s number one; number 
two, we have information--everything--on our website. My 
people, my colleagues, go out and talk about it all the time. 
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