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Foreword
BY COLIN G.CAMPBELL, PRESIDENT

ROCKEFELLER BROTHERS FUND

T
he end of the 1980s was a time of

transition in leadership of the board

and staff of the Rockefeller Brothers

Fund (RBF). It was also a time when,

with the strong encouragement of new

b o a rd chairman David Rockefeller, Jr., the Fund devel-

oped plans to again support, after a ten-year hiatus,

efforts to help reform and improve public education

in the United States.

As a result of considerable discussion involving tru s t e e s ,

s t a ff, and outside advisors, and guided throughout by

C a roline Zinsser, first as education consultant and then

as program officer for education, the Fund determined to

focus its energies and re s o u rces on enhancing the quality

of professionals in the education field. The broad objec-

tive would be to help fund, re c ruit, train, and re t a i n

individuals of the highest caliber as public school teachers

and administrators. This objective reflected a perv a s i v e

sense at the Fund that no other component of education

re f o rm was more important than improving the quality

of teachers; and for that matter, no other education

re f o rm has any hope of real success without a major

infusion of talented and committed classroom teachers.

The more specific strategies designed by the Fund to

accomplish this objective were to increase the number of

outstanding public-school teachers, p a rticularly minority

teachers, and to promote the development of the early

childhood education profession. The former strategy was
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selected because of the well-documented shortage of
qualified classroom teachers and the growing challenge
of student diversity in the public schools. The latter
strategy reflected increased awareness among educators
and developmental psychologists that the earliest
l e a rning experiences of children are vital to their later
academic success, yet professional development oppor-
tunities for staff in this field are severely deficient.

A cornerstone of the Fund’s education initiative was the
Rockefeller Brothers Fund Fellowships for Minority
Students Entering the Teaching Profession, which was
launched in 1992. This program was intended to help
close the huge and growing gap between the incre a s i n g
size of minority enrollments in public schools and the
much smaller pro p o rtion of minority teachers. It was to
be a visible, nationwide eff o rt to increase the number and
quality of teachers of color by encouraging outstanding
u n d e rgraduate students with strong liberal arts and 
sciences backgrounds to enter the profession; by
acknowledging and helping them to address the financial
obstacles so many of them face in completing underg r a d-
uate and graduate work; and by providing them with
o p p o rtunities for mentoring by experienced pro f e s s i o n a l s ,
as well as for a re i n f o rcing association with a cohort of
c a refully selected peers from across the country. The
Fellows would receive financial assistance and mentoring
as they completed college, went through graduate school,
and for the first three years of teaching.

Eighty of the 150 Fellows who have been re c ruited to date
a re currently teaching in public schools, and an additional
nine are teaching in independent schools. Twelve Fellows
have left the program. All the others are in education-
re l a t e d d e g ree programs or “stopping out” according to
a p p roved plans for deferment. None of the Fellows, by the
t e rms of their selection, had majored in education as under-
graduates, and most had no plans for entering graduate
schools of education until re c ruited into the RBF pro g r a m .

As evidence of the pro g r a m ’s ability to attract tru l y
outstanding students and to sustain their intere s t
in teaching, these statistics are very encouraging,

p a rticularly in light of the severe compensation constraints
in most public education systems and the availability of
m o re lucrative opportunities in other professions for such
outstanding students. More o v e r, as important as it is that
a significant number of the Fellows end up in the class-
room, it is also clear that those who ultimately choose
another career path will have gained from the fellowship
experience a far deeper understanding of the import a n c e

of encouraging and supporting educational opport u n i t y
and quality. As opinion leaders in their chosen fields and
in their communities, their voices can have an impact on
public attitudes concerning vital education issues.

Those fortunate enough to have spent time with these
young men and women at Fellows’ meetings or to have
e n c o u n t e red them in the classroom will recognize that they
not only possess the qualities to be effective teachers but
also, because of their innate talents and the benefits of their
experiences as Fellows, are likely to be role models for their
students and leaders among their peers. They may well be
destined for careers as principals and superintendents with
b road responsibilities for school functioning and re f o rm. It
is for these reasons, and to maintain a programmatic and
p rofessional link with the Fellows as they pro g ress thro u g h
their careers, that the Fund introduced an experimental
leadership component to the program in 1997. To part i c i-
pate, a Fellow must have completed the master’s degre e
and three years of teaching and, with RBF financial and
logistical support, is expected to carry out a major pro j e c t
involving action for positive educational change.

In order to permit Fund staff to focus on the new lead-
ership program and, more recently, to review the
overall direction of the Fund’s education grantmaking,

no new students have been admitted to the fellowship
p rogram since 1997. It has become increasingly obvious to
b o a rd members and the staff, however, that not only was
the program a timely initiative, but also it sought to meet
a need that has become increasingly urgent, given contin-
uing changes in the demographics of the K-12 student
population, as well as alarming projections of teacher
s h o rtages in the immediate future. More o v e r, the impor-
tant contributions of the program seem self-evident, as
readers of the Fellows’ profiles in this publication, on the
pages that follow, and of Sara Lawre n c e - L i g h t f o o t ’s
thoughtful and moving intro d u c t o ry essay, must sure l y
a g ree. The Fund has decided, there f o re, to resume the fel-
lowship program with the admission of a new class of
Fellows in the spring of 2001.

This renewed commitment is made, realizing that the
first and central contributor to the fellowship pro g r a m ’s
success since its inception will not be on hand to guide it.
C a roline Zinsser has re t i red from the Fund after ten years
of extraord i n a ry service. Her tireless attention to every
aspect of such a complex undertaking, and her close re l a-
tionship with the Fellows, which can best be characterized a s
one of mutual respect and affection, will be a challenge t o
replicate. She has left a remarkable legacy. ■

TheVo i c e s
of Te a c h e r s
Insight and Powe r

BY SARA LAWRENCE-LIGHTFOOT

EMILY HARGROVES FISHER PROFESSOR

OF EDUCATION, HARVARD UNIVERSITY

W
hen I was a young girl, each

m o rning before school, my

grandmother used to comb my

hair and make perfect braids.

Fighting the tangles was made

easier by the wonderful distraction of her teacher stories,

stories so rich with drama and passion that even my

c h i l d ’s ears knew that teaching was important and 

p recious work. Before she moved north to live with 

my family, my maternal grandmother, Mary Elizabeth

M o rgan, had been the principal and head teacher at St.

M a ry ’s School in Vi c k s b u rg, Mississippi. The wife of an

Episcopal priest, living in a respectable, middle-class,

N e g ro neighborhood where “white folks were totally irre l-

evant,” Mary Elizabeth founded a school for “colore d ”

c h i l d ren who had no other place to go to be educated.
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shape a curriculum that is both rigorous and relevant to the
lives of their students. They are also students of pedagogy,
developing a re p e rt o i re of techniques and strategies for
engaging and inspiring their students, experimenting and
i m p rovising even as they try to develop clear classro o m
rules and rituals, and searching for where to draw the line
on issues of authority and discipline. Debby Saintil, who
teaches history at an inner-city school in Boston, describes
the frustration and difficulties of discovering her identity as
a teacher, but she is clear that the goal is “academic disci-
pline rather than behavioral discipline,” and she knows
that even through the hardest, most grueling days, she
must always work to communicate expectation and re s p e c t
to her students.

Not only do these teachers see themselves as active learn-
ers, many of them see teaching as a political activity. That
is, they see their work in political context and want to
use their voices to reshape curricular activities, institu-
tional frameworks, and public policies. Their ambitions
are linked to the special role they see for themselves as
teachers of color; boundary sitters who feel accountable
to the communities they serve. Mireya Jiménez, the daugh-
ter of immigrant parents from Mexico, is the language
c o o rdinator at an elementary school in Pomona, Californ i a .
She is “the bridge connecting immigrant parents, their
assimilating children, and a beleaguered institution.”
She remembers the alienation and embarrassment she
experienced as a young child not being able to use her
home language in school, yet never feeling as proficient

in English as her privileged Anglo classmates. As a teacher,
she hopes that none of her Latino/Latina students will
s u ffer the same humiliations. She has become a fierc e
advocate for bilingual programs, challenging Californ i a ’s
P roposition 227 and railing against the prohibition that
teachers must remain silent and not express their values
and views. For Mireya, the personal, professional, and
political dimensions of her work are joined. She believes,
as do several of her colleagues in this volume, that teach-
ers must participate in resisting policies that inhibit their
work and disadvantage their students.

Fi n a l l y, for all of these young teachers, teaching is
their chosen vocation. They have all graduated fro m
p restigious institutions. They are all lovers of learn i n g ,

ambitious students who could have selected far more lucra-
tive, high-status careers. Some of them even had to re s i s t
the dreams of, and pre s s u res from, their parents and f o rm e r
teachers who wanted them to do “more with their lives.” So
they come to teaching with a fierce commitment to serve and
a determination to make an imprint on their students. They
a re carrying on in the rich and demanding tradition of my
g r a n d m o t h e r. They too have wonderful and d i fficult stories to
tell about their precious work. ■

Her students came from miles around. They were the
c h i l d ren of postal clerks and morticians, maids and
poor tenant farmers. Mary Elizabeth loved teaching
and she loved her students. Teaching was theplace
where she felt most powerful; it was her primary iden-
tity. She was a fierce, demanding pedagogue who
demanded a lot from her students and even more
from herself.

Mrs. Morgan believed that every student could suc-
ceed and that it was her job to discover the best
way to teach them. She was challenged by the

misunderstandings, the confusions, and the moments of
impasse that would often arise during a lesson. When
Samuel Brown could not understand an algebraic princi-
ple, despite her best eff o rts at explanation, she would take
the math book home at night, slip it under her pillow, and
let her unconscious do the work. The next morning she
would re t u rn to school feeling renewed and inspire d .
Maybe in her dreams she might discover a better way to
teach and reach Samuel.

But Mary Elizabeth was not only determined to teach
her students the three R’s, she was also devoted to the
b roader purposes of education for the African-American
c o m m u n i t y. Like her ancestors before her, she believed
that “knowledge is power,” that education would free her
students from the bonds of ignorance and liberate them to
become fully realized human beings. She wanted to train
her students to be discerning and engaged citizens who
would stand up for their rights and be catalysts for
change. Her approach was both pragmatic and pro p h e t i c ;
guided by strategy, discipline, passion, and “the Spirit.”

Almost a century later, we hear the insight and power of
my grandmother’s teaching in the voices of the eight teach-
ers portrayed in this volume. They too are on a mission.
They too see teaching and learning as both intellectual
pursuit and community building, as both education and
liberation. They too are haunted by the ghosts of their
ancestors and have a special sense of responsibility to the
communities they serve. And even though they are not
working in a rigidly segregated society — like Mary
Elizabeth —  where the racial divide cast a harsh shadow
on black childre n ’s hopes for education and enlightenment,
they are teaching in settings where class inequities and
racial discrimination still prevail and shape the engage-
ment, achievement, and life chances of their students.

In this volume we meet one Vietnamese, one Navajo,
t h ree African-American, and three Latino/Latina teachers
working in inner-city schools, affluent suburban schools,

and remote rural districts from Boston to Los Angeles.
They are all young, well educated, and idealistic; deter-
mined to make a diff e rence in the lives of their students;
and committed to making an imprint on the schools and
communities of which they are a part.  They are also hard -
working, often discouraged; struggling with the realities of
e n t renched bureaucracies, remote and static curr i c u l a ,
u n p re p a red and undisciplined students, jaded colleagues,
and their own self-doubt. Each day they have to negotiate
the tre a c h e rous border between hopefulness and despair,
optimism and cynicism. They are new teachers trying to
develop their craft, discover a rhythm, and find their voic-
es. They are teachers of color balancing the commitments
of professionalism and cultural identity.

The diversity of roots and journeys in these eight sto-
ries is itself inspiring. When she was a tiny girl,
Cathy Nguyen and her family escaped the violence

and brutality of the Vietnam Wa r, traveling to safety in a
small boat. Now she teaches elementary school near Los
Angeles to children “who are living their own stories of
s u rvival.” Her teaching is infused with a gratitude born
out of her twin experiences of darkness and light, terro r
and triumph. She sees each day with her students as an
o p p o rtunity for rescue, re i n f o rcement, and re w a rd. Lloyd
Lee, a Navajo, teaches history and social studies at a
b o a rding school managed by the Bureau of Indian Aff a i r s
in Fort Wingate, New Mexico. He wants his students to
know their culture and their history, their origins and their
customs; the authentic, complex narratives, not the scripts
and lies that have distorted the truth for too many Native
American young people. His pedagogy is a journey home,
infused with cultural rituals. In an early morning cere m o n y,
he “runs toward the rising sun and sprinkles corn pollen on
his shoulders.” And on Philadelphia’s Main Line, Delvin
Dinkins arrived as the only African-American academic
teacher at Conestoga High School. His field is English lit-
e r a t u re, and his teaching is characterized by an exacting
o rganization, a fierce discipline, and a restrained cre a t i v i t y.
He believes he has found his rightful place teaching “future
leaders.” It is important, he thinks, to have his privileged
white students experience a black teacher who holds high
s t a n d a rds and insists that they meet them.

Despite the diversity among these young teachers,
t h e re are common themes that thread their way
t h rough these narratives. First, they are new

teachers who see themselves as “learners.” They are avid
students of their intellectual disciplines, and they work to

Fellows (from left) Justin Driver, Jennifer Cortez, Crissy
C á c e res, Cathy Nguyen, and Delvin Dinkins at 1996
Rockefeller Brothers Fund board of trustees re t re a t .
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J
E R E M I A H E. BU R K E HI G H SC H O O L, A

f o rmidable presence looming over Wa s h i n g t o n

S t reet in the Dorchester section of Boston, is

h a rdly a royal palace, but it’s almost as well

g u a rded. Pull open the heavy entrance door,

walk past the metal detectors just inside, and you’ll be

g reeted by a monitor who will ask to see your identifi-

cation and tell you to sign in and to re p o rt to an admin-

istrative office on your right. Then climb a stairw a y

w h e re the light comes through wire - c o v e red windows,

and walk down some hallways past closed doors until

you come to one classroom that’s painted bright blue.

Inside you’ll find a young woman who would like to

change everything you’ve seen on your way. 

Debby Saintil is having a typical day of altern a t i n g

f rustration and re w a rd. A teacher of world history,

Saintil is conducting final exams for her junior- y e a r

students in the form of classroom presentations. Each

student has been instructed to gather enough evidence

on a re v o l u t i o n a ry figure to put that person on trial.

Today it’s the Jamaican musician Bob Marley. The pro-

ject is an ambitious one, and a few students have come

to class unpre p a re d .

(Left) Debby Saintil smiles with relieved satisfaction after
recording final grades for her high school students.

PH O T O G R A P H S BY JOA N N E RAT H E
FO R T H E BO S T O N GL O B E

No t for the
Fa int of He a rt

Debby Sa int i l
Je re m i a h E. Bu rke High Scho ol » B oston, Massachusetts
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“I wrote it on the board,” Saintil says to one of them.
“ You didn’t do the assignment and now you’re taking it
out on me.” Some students look half asleep or just not
i n t e rested. Others are quietly talking and laughing among
themselves or poking fun at the pre s e n t e r s .

“Stop talking, man!” Saintil says sharply. “When a per-
son is presenting, Luis, you need to be quiet and re s p e c t
the pre s e n t e r.” She turns to the young girl standing at the
head of the class. “And you, Tamara — the pre s e n t e r
should be making eye contact and speaking with passion.
She should be provoking good questions.”

Tamara resumes outlining the case against Bob Marley
and his politically informed reggae music. The students
s t a rt to pay attention, and Ta m a r a ’s presentation gains
momentum. Then unexpectedly, like a flame, the discus-
sion leaps to life among a few students. Others join in the
exchange, and the ones who had been having their own
private conversations begin to listen closely. “Why did you
say…?” “Marley meant that….” “I couldn’t put him in jail
for….” For at least a few moments the time-honored ghost
of classical learning has been re s u rrected in this bare, high-
ceilinged urban classro o m .

None of that is accidental. It’s the chore o g r a p h e d
finale to a year of study that Saintil has worked for
and anticipated. In her two years at “the Burke,” as

the school is known, she has continually experimented with
seating arrangements, with assignments, with the curr i c u-
lum, with source materials, and with her own teaching style
to achieve this phenomenon: a classroom of high-school
students intellectually engaged with academic subjects.

Bringing her students to the point where they can hold
this level of discussion about abstract ideas — like re v o l u-
tion and justice — hasn’t been easy. Until a few years ago
the Burke was considered one of the most difficult schools
in Boston for teachers to work in, and for a while it even
lost its accreditation. In 1995 Steven Leonard took over as
headmaster and began to make the environment safer and
m o re supportive. But even he acknowledges that working
at the Burke is not for the faint of heart. 

“No matter how good you are, no matter how well pre-
p a red you are,” says Leonard, “if you’re putting yourself

into this job and doing it right, sooner or later you’re going
to break down crying. If it doesn’t hit you, if it doesn’t take
absolutely everything out of you, you don’t understand the
job. I haven’t seen an education course yet that teaches how
big a heart you need to work here . ”

L e o n a rd made it a priority for the Burke to have the high-
est percentage of minority teachers of any Boston high school.
In Debby Saintil he found a young woman with the back-
g round and attitude to be a role model for high-school students
in Dorc h e s t e r. Saintil was born in Brooklyn in 1974, but
when she was still an infant her mother took the family back
to her native Haiti. They re t u rned in 1979 and settled in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, where Saintil attended paro c h i a l
and public schools until the sixth grade. At that point her
m o t h e r, who was a teacher, discovered that she could obtain
enough financial assistance to send her daughters to Shady
Hill, a prestigious private school not far from home.

Saintil was no newcomer to political discussion and
debate — it was part of the everyday atmosphere in
her own community. Many of her parents’ friends

w e re refugees from “Papa Doc” Duvalier’s violent Haitian
regime. When her mother took part in marches pro t e s t i n g
the United States govern m e n t ’s support of Duvalier,
Saintil would go along. Backyard barbecues were often the
scene of heated political discussions. With that back-
g round, she fit right into the heady atmosphere at Shady
Hill, which she remembers as “the most challenging
educational experience of my life” — a life that now also
includes college at Wellesley and graduate school at
H a rv a rd. Debate and participation were the currency of
the classroom, and Saintil grew more and more excited
about what education could be. 

After Shady Hill she attended Milton Academy, a private
b o a rding school 12 miles from Cambridge. Her family w a s

S a i n t i l ’s days often alternate between frustration and
re w a rd. She leans thoughtfully against her desk (left); enters
her classroom (above left); congratulates a student on her
success (center); and demonstrates meditation posture for a
class on Buddhism. 
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n i t i a l l y, my interest in the
Rockefeller Brothers Fund fellow-
s h i p was primarily based on the

financial re w a rd. I had no doubt in
my mind that I was committed to
p reparing myself to be an eff e c t i v e
educational leader. Thus, I was cer-
tain that acceptance or denial into
the program would by no means
a ffect my long-term goal. However,
after the first August confere n c e ,
the fellowship really began to take
new meaning. I was introduced to
a diverse group of educators fro m
a round the nation. I met people who
s h a red the same commitment as I
have toward the education of black
and Latino students. I met people
who unapologetically laughed and
cried as they recounted their expe-
riences working with youth of color.
The fellowship has meant more to
me than a scholarship to defray
the cost of my graduate studies. It
has connected me to a community
of people who are driven by their
h e a rts to make positive steps toward
e n f o rcing justice in all our communi-
ties. It has dignified my commitment
to education and social justice. I
thank the Fund a thousand times
for this opport u n i t y. It has had
t remendous impact on my social
and professional life.

u n c o m f o rtable with the idea of her living away from home,
but Saintil saw it as a time to aff i rm her self-determ i n a t i o n
and discipline and also to explore the school’s extracurr i c u-
lar activities, such as theater, which she pursued with
enthusiasm. It was at Milton that she began to develop a
vision of how a school’s environment could foster the kind
of intellectual exchange she hoped for. Everything finally
came together when she got to We l l e s l e y, where she decid-
ed to become a teacher. From there she went on to a year of
study at the Harv a rd Graduate School of Education and
then became a teacher at Burke High School. 

Most of her students at the Burke come from low-income
families. Education isn’t a priority for them, and only a
small percentage will go on to college. But Saintil thinks that
situation can change. One of the first steps to a better learn-
ing environment, she believes, is to create a learning space
that communicates respect for the students and higher
expectations for what they can achieve. “You can’t take
down the metal detectors — that’s re a l i t y,” she concedes.
“But there are many things you c a n do.” She points to the
l u n c h room, where trash barrels have been placed at the end
of every table. This is meant to encourage students to dis-
pose of their lunch bags and soda cans, but Saintil thinks it’s
m e rely unsightly.

“What kind of message does that send?” she asks.
“ We’ve got to make this into a place where people are
respected. We need to get the students to take ownership of
the school — to increase their sense of responsibility for
their own learning and development. They should be think-
ing about how their own decisions may or may not make
the place conducive to learning. We’ve also got to change
our expectations for student behavior. I would concentrate
on academic discipline, not behavioral discipline, because if
y o u ’ re taking care of academics there ’s no time to ‘chill’ or
to get high in the re s t room. I would have zero tolerance for
people who are n ’t committed to learning at some level.”

To Debby Saintil, education is a gift, not something to
be taken for granted. When she was young her
mother often told her, “I have nothing to give you

but an education.” 
“ T h a t ’s where the money went,” Saintil says. “I’ve

always had the sense that education is your ticket to make
yourself. Your financial well-being is important, but educa-
tion is not about increasing your buying power. It’s not a
ticket to a house in the suburbs or a car. It’s something to
be invested in the community as a whole.”

This is one of the hardest lessons Saintil has tried to
i m p a rt to her students. Faced with so many economic and
social challenges, they do not always understand the value
of a conversation about ideas. But Saintil is intent on pro v-
ing to them that community and education can be more
valuable than jewelry or a car — and that a place to learn ,
even if it’s an old school building in one of the poorest sec-
tions of Boston, can be more valuable than a palace. ■

(Above) Saintil and a fellow teacher, standing
backstage, enjoy their students’ talent show.

(Far left) At their Cambridge home, family 
members join hands to say grace. Saintil’s
m o t h e r, stepfather, and aunt are all teachers.

(Left) In the teachers’ room, Saintil checks 
attendance printout against her class list.

“I
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H E N S H E WA S T W E LV E Y E A R S O L D,

Ca rmen De La Cruz found what it was

like to be pushed into the deep water of a

new language and ord e red to swim. That

was her first year in Brooklyn, where her

p a rents had brought her, along with three sisters and

two brothers, from the Dominican Republic to escape a

c o rrupt and punitive regime. She remembers entering

school with absolutely no English; she understood

almost nothing her teachers were saying. “I felt like I was

a dummy,” De La Cruz recalls ru e f u l l y. “It was a tough

time for me. I wouldn’t say anything.”

That was what language immersion once was for

s c h o o l c h i l d ren who had come to America from another

c o u n t ry – a fall from a cliff of familiarity into the ice-cold

water of the unknown. Each day was like a ride down

a rapids. There was little to hang on to – just a few

w o rds picked up here and there that gradually became

a vocabulary, then a ru d i m e n t a ry grammar, and finally

a lifeline of written and spoken English.

(Left) Carmen De La Cruz teaches fifth graders math and
reading in Spanish.

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y MO L LY RO B E RT S

Sw i m m i n g
i na Ne w
Language

Ca rmen De La Cru z
Francis Scott Key Elementary School»A r l i n g t o n ,Vi rg i n i a

W
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Today De La Cruz is a third-grade teacher at Francis
Scott Key Elementary School in Arlington, Vi rg i n i a ,
which has a large number of Hispanic students. She

teaches in a new kind of immersion program that has elim-
inated most of the terrors from the process that humiliated
her as a child newly arrived in America herself. Sitting in a
child-sized chair, De La Cruz, now in her fifth year at Key
School, reads to her students from a Spanish story-book. A
casual observer would never suspect that, although almost
half the students come from Spanish-speaking families,
t h e re are just as many who speak only English at home.
But right now they are all Spanish speakers.

The class will
spend the morn-
ing with De La
C ru z , l e a rn i n g
reading and math
in Spanish. Then,
halfway thro u g h
the day, they will
switch places with
the third-grade
class across the
hall and take social studies and composition in English.
Under this immersion program, students begin when they
a re in kinderg a rten, learning half their subjects in
Spanish, the other half in English. Like the buddy system
that children use to protect each other at camp, the pro-
gram pairs Latino children with Anglo children. “They
f o rm a bond,” says De La Cruz. “They’re each immersed
in their secondary language every day, so there ’s always
something to exchange. Every child has a language that
the other needs.”

The program makes a virtue of diversity. Students of all
ethnic backgrounds realize that they bring something
unique and original to the schoolroom every day — their
own language and culture. There ’s no sense of embarr a s s-
ment among native English speakers when they answer
questions in Spanish, or vice-versa. “How do you spell
‘f a m i l i a’?” they ask, working together on a writing pro j e c t
in which they are asked to describe themselves in a few
w o rds. “How do you say ‘sport s ’ ? ”

“I had one student, a girl, who was very good in
Spanish,” says De La Cruz. “The other kids always looked
to her when there was a vocabulary question in my class,
and that gave her a lot of recognition. When she went over
to the English class she felt like she had to maintain her
status there, too, so she worked extra hard to keep on top
of things on the English side.”

Far from presenting an obstacle to learning, speaking a
f o reign language at Key School confers status. Students
begin to recognize language as a facilitator and as a sourc e
of power. “I really see two dimensions to what the pro-
gram does for students,” says assistant principal Evelyn
F e rnandez. “One is the personal dimension. Later on 
in life, many of these students will apply their second

l a nguage to their searches for jobs and other opport u n i-
ties. But I also see a global dimension – one where childre n
l e a rn to be members of a diverse society and to look at
things from diff e rent perspectives, because they learn
about diff e rent cultures and use that knowledge here in
school every day. ”

This encouraging environment was something that De
La Cruz could only dream about when she was a student.
Most of her teachers simply ignored her struggles as she
fought her way through classes. She fell farther and fart h e r
behind, and she dreamed of going back to the Dominican
Republic, where she had been an excellent student and had

felt free to live her own life. In Brooklyn her father would
c reep along behind Carmen and her sisters in his car every
m o rning to make sure no evil befell them on their way to
school. At night the girls were expected to come straight
home, help around the house, and stay out of tro u b l e .

But there was one ray of hope. One of Carm e n ’s teachers
recognized the problems she was having with the language.
M r. Scott was Puerto Rican, and he allowed Carmen to turn
in some of the more complicated assignments in Spanish.
For the first time she felt free of the stigma of inferiority.
Today those experiences help her to empathize as a teacher
with students who, like her younger self, face difficult situ-
ations beyond their contro l .

“A couple of years ago,” recalls De La Cru z ’s team-
teaching part n e r, Ellen Bretz, “the mother of one of our
students was sent to jail. Carmen went to the sentencing
with a few other teachers to plead for leniency, because
she could see the trouble the children would have. She
was the only teacher who visited the mother while she
was in prison, and often she also took the children out to
t h e movies and to McDonald’s. An aunt was caring for the
c h i l d ren, but, if it had come to that, Carmen would have
taken them in herself. When the mother was released a
few months later she came straight to the school to see her
c h i l d ren and Carm e n . ”

(Left) At class pizza party, Stephanie Teran gives De La
Cruz a hug. 

(Above, left and right) She works with parents in an evening
workshop to explain in Spanish the school’s curriculum,
and (above center) leads students from her mobile classroom
to the library.
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Making children feel welcome and free to learn is
C a rm e n ’s mission and specialty. Some of her stu-
dents are so happy in her immersion program that

their parents use the threat of an English-only school to
make them behave. In today’s math class she focuses on
individual students as each of them tells a story about
líneas paralelas. It takes an outsider a few minutes to re a l-
ize that, in this American school, children are learning math
in a language that isn’t English. What could be more stim-
ulating to a young mind than to be learning geometrical
concepts, with the support of an understanding teacher and
fluent classmates, in a new vocabulary and grammar?

De La Cruz and Ellen Bretz often try to coordinate their
class content in ways that allow students to encounter the
same concepts and vocabulary in both English and
Spanish. A lesson conducted in English about the parts of a
flower might be followed by a reading session about flow-
ers conducted in Spanish. “That’s an integral part of our
team-teaching approach,” Bretz says. “We try not to forc e
things that don’t fit – you can’t make nouns and pro n o u n s
jump up and down in a math lesson. But there ’s a natural
s y n e rgy between us and our ideas that plays out in the way
we design our coursework.”

Their method also has a way of encouraging students to
help each other. De La Cruz points to a learn i n g - d i s a b l e d ,
Spanish-speaking student who often has difficulties with
his math lessons. But today he seems to be getting the hang
of what parallel lines are and what they imply. The other
students cheer after he gives a short but correct answer to
one of De La Cru z ’s questions. The pride that she takes in
her students’ attitude shows on her face.

Last year Key School was one of only three schools in
Vi rginia that scored high enough on perf o rmance tests to
win state accreditation. De La Cruz gives the immersion
p rogram some credit for that. The students excel, she
believes, because the school gives all its students the
o p p o rtunity not only to swim but to enjoy immersion-style
l e a rn i n g .

“I’m a total believer in the immersion program,” she
says. “I only have to think back to when I was in sixth
grade. There was one room where I could be successful
because I had an understanding teacher – it was O.K. to be
who I was. But when I went to the other rooms it wasn’t
O.K. to be me – I wasn’t respected for who I was. That’s
what made me so militant and what has since made me a
role model to my students. I can look at them and say, ‘I’ve
been there.’” ■

hanks to the support the Fund gave me, I was able to complete a dream. I was able to aff o rd

graduate school and to be selective in choosing where I wanted to go. Through the fellowship

p rogram I’ve met wonderful, inspiring people. It has helped me to relax financially since, thanks to

the program, I’m done with the student loan payments. As a teacher, one of my greatest challenges

was involving the Latino parents in their childre n ’s education, but with a grant that I received fro m

the Fund’s leadership program, I was helped to plan and implement a program to improve their par-

ticipation. The parents named the program ‘Gemini’ and all of us – parents, teachers, and students –

met once a week. I hope that one day I, Carmen De La Cruz, can repay the Rockefeller Brothers Fund

for giving me the opportunity of my life. As a teacher I’m doing all I can to make the Fund proud. 

“T
(Above) De La Cruz encourages her students to support each
other in learning a new language.

At outdoor ceremony (left) she congratulates Jessica Lopez
and awards a certificate for class participation.
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B
Y T H E T I M E T H EB E L L C A L L S S T U D E N T S

to class at 8:10 A.M., the early sum-

mer sun is alre a d y high in the sky

over Fort Wingate, New Mexico.

About 20 miles west of the

Continental Divide and ten miles east of Gallup,

F o rt Wingate lies just south of an enormous re s e r-

vation, the size of West Vi rginia, that is home to

180,000 Native Americans. Navajo, Hopi, and Zuni

students come from many parts of the country 

to study at Wingate High School, a boarding school

managed by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Many

come to escape povert y, which is rampant in their

communities; some come to pre p a re to enter the

a rmed forces; and a few hope to go on to college.

Thanks to Lloyd Lee, a twenty-seven-year- o l d

Navajo who teaches history and social studies at the

high school, many of those students get more than

they expected. They learn what it means to be a

Native American.

(Left) Lloyd Lee introduces Navajo heritage into his high
school history classes.

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y ST E V E NO RT H U P

A Ne wKind
of Warrio r

Lloyd Lee
Wingate High School » F o rt Wi n g a t e , New Mexico
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On this particular morning it’s almost the end of
the 1998 school year, and Lee is reviewing the
s e m e s t e r’s syllabus, using a format he part i c u l a r l y

enjoys — the answer-and-question format of the televi-
sion program “Jeopardy.” The students assemble into
teams of three and four, giving themselves names like
“Flip Mo’ Squad” and “Fairy Sweat” that reflect the
p e rvasiveness of urban American hip-hop culture. Now
i t ’s time to play. Lee states the answer, and his students
race to supply the correct question. 

“This was the only piece of land ever given back to
Native Americans by the federal government, for 20
points,” says Lee. He leans his six-foot, rail-thin frame
against a wooden easel at the front of the class, pushes his
oval-framed glasses to the bridge of his nose, and looks
a round the room, a foot-long ponytail swaying behind him.
A few hands go up, and Lee chooses the first one. 

“What is Blue Lake?” Te rry answers corre c t l y. He is
allowed to choose the next category. “Native American
Timeline, for 40,” he says.

“In this year,” Lee reads from a card, “Native Americans
received the right to vote in New Mexico.”

“What happened in 1962?” Shockingly, the answer is
c o rrect — Native Americans didn’t vote in New Mexico
until the 1960s. It is Lee’s hope to remove harsh facts like
these from the realm of trivia and to establish them as part
of every Native American student’s personal history, just as

e v e ry schoolchild knows the date 1492. “There were lots of
things that were done to Indian people over the years,”
Lee says later, “and there were a lot I didn’t know about
myself until I went to college. Now I want to make sure our
people don’t forget those things.”

Lee sees his path as one that leads not only toward s
reminding young Native Americans of their history,
but rekindling in them his own sense of what it

means to be Navajo, or Hopi, or Zuni, or Pueblo. An “A”
student in high school, Lee won a scholarship to study at
D a rtmouth College, which has a high pro p o rtion of Native
American students. Although he was thousands of miles
f rom his family, it was at Dartmouth that he discovered his
historical and cultural roots among other educated Native
Americans. He became an activist, and while other
D a rtmouth students campaigned to raise awareness of
institutionalized discrimination in South Africa, Lee and
his fellow Native American students urged the college to
divest itself of holdings in utility companies that pro p o s e d
to take land from the Cree tribe to build a power dam.

After college Lee resolved to re t u rn to New Mexico and
teach on the Navajo Reservation, about two hours from his
p a rents’ home in Albuquerque. This is the land the Navajo
call D i n e t a h, home of their people the D i n é. Tu rn on the
radio and you’ll hear station KGAK (“All Navajo, all the
time”), where D i n é-speaking disk jockeys play the high-

(Left) Lee plays 
baseball in game 
of faculty against 
the girl students.

(Left) Lee views sunset from
Red Rock State Park, near
Gallup.

(Right) In the library, he
helps Vanessa Barber with
geography assignment.
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am the first in my family to

go to college, so being nomi -

nated for such a distinguished

a w a rd as the Rockefeller Bro t h e r s

Fund fellowship was an honor

for me. Meeting other minority

students entering the teaching

p rofession has been wonderf u l .

The program also helped me to

pay for some of my graduate

p rogram and for the supplies

and materials I needed during

student teaching. Once I had

s t a rted in the classroom, the

educational loan re p a y m e n t s

helped tremendously in cutting

down the number of years it

will take me to pay back Dart -

mouth and Stanford. It’s good

to know that the fellowship

s t a ff is watching out for me. 

I needed that when teaching

had its ups and downs.

“I

pitched, ghostly, sonorous, ceremonial songs of the Navajo
people — songs about the same things we hear about on
English-speaking radio stations, like love, and God, and
rain. Pull off on any side road and you’ll see the characters
and landscape of the D i n é religion: rabbits and eagles,
s a g e b rush and juniper. Navajo mythology says that their
people rose through four worlds to arrive at this re g i o n
roughly defined by four sacred mountains: S i s n a a j i n í ,
Ts o o d z iĺ, Dibé nitsaa, and D o o k ’ o ’ oos ĺ í í d. More than a
holy land, this is t h e place where Navajos live.

Considering that almost everything the Navajo hold
s a c red has been taken from them at some time, it’s a mir-
acle that they still have D i n e t a h. A stone, horseshoe-shaped
memorial just southwest of the town of Fort Wingate com-
memorates the site of one of many treaties that were later
b roken by the United States Government. The Bureau of
Indian Affairs has its own controversial past. Native
Americans say that as recently as 20 years ago they were
punished and even beaten for speaking their native lan-
guage in govern m e n t - run schools. Lee’s own father and
m o t h e r, now a welder and a kitchen worker in Albuquerq ue ,
attended those same schools. 

Since re t u rning to the re s e rvation, Lee has tried to
deepen his own cultural identity, as well as that of
his students. He often perf o rms an early-morn i n g

c e remony in which he runs toward the rising sun and
sprinkles corn pollen on his shoulders. In the summer of
1998, Lee underwent the Enemy Way cere m o n y, which is
traditionally perf o rmed after a young man has engaged in
his first tribal raid. Dressed in Navajo wool, buckskin, and
silver jewelry, a band around his head and his long hair
tied in a t s a y e, or bun, Lee participated in four days of
s a c red Navajo singing and dancing that culminated in his
body being painted black with charcoal. The cere m o n y
was perf o rmed by Lee’s mother’s family. Navajo re g a rd
their mothers’ families as their own and will refer to their
m o t h e r’s nieces and nephews as their sisters and bro t h e r s .

“The ceremony felt good,” says Lee. “I enjoyed the
dancing and singing, and it clarified many things I had
been going through at school and at work. Unfort u n a t e l y,
not many Navajo kids get to experience these rites any
m o re. The ceremonies were passed down from one genera-
tion to the next, but today so many medicine men have
died out that many of our rituals are lost fore v e r. ”

Not all of Lee’s students respond to his message about

traditional tribal ways and culture. Some are alre a d y
caught up in popular American television and music.
Others simply are n ’t ready to absorb the full scope of their
cultural heritage or the enormity of what was done to their
people. But many of them appreciate what Lee is trying to
teach them about Native American history. “You learn
about your culture — what your parents and grandpare n t s
have gone through,” says Michelle, a Navajo and a senior
at Wingate, who plans to attend college next year. “ Yo u
would never learn this in a non-Native American school,”
says Sean, a Zuni, who is also college-bound. 

These young Native Americans who see the value of
higher education, but who still tre a s u re their own people
and culture, are the reality that Lee has dreamed in his
years of studying and teaching. This generation of Native
Americans, he believes, is poised to benefit from the grass-
roots activism of the 1960s and 1970s that validated the
N a v a j o ’s culture, their claim to land, and their right to
p a rticipate in the American way of life.

“I think my mission is to make sure the Navajo students
d o n ’t forget their way and their culture,” Lee says. “This is
their opportunity to learn something about their lives and
their past. Some of them are going to listen, and some don’t
get it. But I have to keep putting out energy and fighting to
get these things accomplished. A lot of young Indian peo-
ple think we need a new kind of warrior — w a rriors who
can help their people in some way. ”

Such new warriors, Lee says, will need to work both on
and off the re s e rvation to make a better life for the Navajo.
They are a proud, conservative people who have clung to
their ways; they have repeatedly voted down the establish-
ment of gambling casinos on their re s e rvations. Yet they 
recognize the need for lawyers, businessmen, academics, pol-
icymakers, and teachers in order for their people to thrive.

T r a d i t i o n a l l y, four years is an important period of
time for a young Navajo man. In his four years 
of teaching at Wingate, Lee has found that, while

t h e re is much to be done, there is even more to be learn e d
— which is why he enrolled this past fall in a graduate pro-
gram in Native American Studies at the University of New
Mexico. He wants to build on the sense of purpose and
peace that he has gained in his quest to help young Native
Americans respect the value of their own land and people.

“I’ve realized that I’m not going to influence every b o d y, ”
he says. “I’ve got to take it one person at a time. You can’t
make one path that’s the right way for everybody — every-
b o d y ’s going to make their own path to make their lives
happier and better. But I can be there to help and guide
some of them.” ■

After his decision to leave Wingate, Lee teaches one of his final
classes (far left); congratulates robed seniors(left); and watches
f rom the bleachers (right) as graduation ceremonies end.
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L E X A N D E R WI L S O N SC H O O L I S I N A Q U I E T,

somewhat run-down West Philadelphia

n e i g h b o rhood less than a mile from the

campus of the University of Pennsylvania.

Students fill the wide, black-topped

p l a y g round to its chain-link fences, making the high-

pitched chattering noises that can only be generated

by an elementary school at recess – part singing, part

l a u g h i n g , p a rt yelping, part shrieking, part talking loud

enough to be heard over itself. Much of it filters up thro u g h

the windows of Room 305, where Joy Anderson, a first-

year classroom teacher, is quickly eating her lunch of

soup and bread. She is no stranger to the sounds of the

n e i g h b o rhood – she grew up not far from there .

At the age of 25 Anderson is one of the youngest

teachers at Alexander Wilson, and, like 60 percent of

her fellow teachers, she is an African American. In addi-

tion to her teaching, she recently re t u rned to Penn, her

alma mater, to enter a doctoral program in educational

p o l i c y. The pre s s u re from her family to succeed – both

(Right) Joy Anderson finds first-year classroom teaching
both challenging and gratifying.

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y GR E G O RY BE N S O N

Dete rm ine d
t oTe a c h
Joy And e r s o n

Alexander Wilson Elementary School » Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

A
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in teaching and in learning – is never far from her mind.
“My mother calls me up,” she says, “and asks, ‘Did you
finish your paper? Did you turn it in? How did you do on
your last paper?’”

But the heaviest pre s s u re comes from her new job at the
Wilson School. Last year Anderson was a technology
i n s t ru c t o r, teaching students of all grade levels to use com-
puters. Kids streamed in and out of her re s o u rce room; they
enjoyed her classes, and many of them set up their own
home pages on the World Wide Web. But this year she asked
for her own class, and now she finds herself teaching 24
f o u rth-graders, managing two interns, and coord i n a t i n g
lessons with specialty teachers in math and science.

Like many beginning teachers, Anderson wasn’t 
p re p a red for the widely differing abilities of the childre n
in her class. As more students with special needs are
“mainstreamed” in public schools today, it’s not unusual
to find children of all reading and learning levels in one
classroom. She is also struggling with the problems of dis-
cipline that can overwhelm first-year teachers. A n d e r s o n
is a quiet and thoughtful person, and when her fourt h -
graders refuse to listen, or argue back, she finds herself
raising her voice, painfully aware that this person is not
her real self. Reprimanding children and demanding their
attention and waiting for quiet – these processes are all
new to her.

Early in the year, when the chaos became too gre a t ,
Anderson turned to the most dependable re s o u rc e
she could think of – her family. Her mother came

to school several times to help her daughter set up her
c l a s s room and to make it look welcoming with posters and
bulletin boards. “ You are responsible for you,” Garfield the
cat admonishes from one of their posters. Joy’s grandpar-
ents also stopped by several times to meet her students and
her fellow teachers, and once she asked her aunt to come
in and advise her on how to keep the class under contro l .

“I just told her to be firm and consistent,” her aunt says.
Anderson began by assigning work for the children to do as
soon as they sit down in class every morning. To short e n
the long lines waiting for the pencil sharpener – the fourth-
grade equivalent of an office watercooler – she brought
in a second one. Once a month she had every child pull
from a box a slip of paper that had the name of a class-
mate written on it. The children were then asked to be
especially nice to the person whose name they had
drawn, whether or not they were friends.

“She’ll get it,” says Wi l s o n ’s principal, Arthur Hall, who
can rattle off the names of teachers in his school whose
l e a rning environment is as good as any in the city. “Stop
by Room 200,” he says, “or Room 210. Joy will be right
t h e re with them in a couple of years. She’s only 25, and
you don’t often find a young person with her level of
m a t u r i t y. She has a couple of guys in her class who are
v e ry mischievous, but Joy gives them something they can
look forw a rd to every day. She does a lot of extra tutoring,
and that also helps the overall climate.”

One of Anderson’s greatest strengths is her deep desire to
be a teacher. “When I was a child,” she recalls, “I wanted to
be Constance Clayton.” Clayton was an African-American
woman who was Philadelphia’s superintendent of schools
f rom 1982 to 1993. Anderson’s mother, who once had
d reams of being a nurse, tried to steer her daughter toward
medicine and health care, but Joy was determined to teach.
When she was at the University of Pennsylvania she
designed her own undergraduate program to study the psy-
chosocial development of the child. With financial help fro m
the Rockefeller Brothers Fund she went on to earn her
teaching certification and a master’s degree from Te a c h e r s
College, Columbia University. During the summer she
helped to start and run a vacation Bible school at the churc h
a c ross the street from her home.

“ C h i l d ren from the neighborhood would stop me on the
s t reet,” Anderson says, “or walk up on the porch and knock

(Left) Anderson leads
her students across the
schoolyard.

(Right) Instilling a love
for reading has been a
major goal for Anderson
during her first year.
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he fellowship program has been a great benefit to me in several ways. It made it possible

for me to work as an undergraduate with the Childre n ’s Defense Fund’s North Philadelphia

F reedom School Project. My mentor was a great help and a source of encouragement in my

decision to become a teacher. Meeting other fellows at the summer workshop pushed me to take

my education m o re seriously than I had before and to settle for nothing less than excellence.

Together we can turn our hope into action and work with schools, churches, and communities to

e ffect change. That is my purpose. An eighty-six-year-old woman at my church told me, “If you

want to be on fire, get around some people who are on fire – it’s catchy.” The Rockefeller 

f e l l o wships embody this wisdom of the ages by gathering students united in purpose and zeal

into one program where they can help to ignite one another.

on the door, or even knock on
the window of the car if it was
stopped at a traffic light. ‘When
is Bible school gonna start ? ’
they’d say. ‘Are you gonna have
it this year?’ They love vacation
Bible school.” Anderson knows
f rom her experience at the Bible

school that children are eager to learn, and when things go
well in her class at Wilson – when she can see the joy on the
faces of students who are learning something new and
i m p o rtant – she recognizes the feeling. It’s the same feeling
she has when she looks out at people listening to the gospel
choir she belongs to. This kind of everyday joy is what she
would like to bring to her classro o m .

Coming back to teach in West Philadelphia was a major
decision for Anderson. “I gave some thought to teach-
ing in other places,” she says, “and a few people urg e d

me to try suburban and private schools. But I wanted to go
w h e re I was needed. In general I feel that a lot of childre n
could do well with a n y teachers. But children like these need
m o re. They don’t have good re s o u rces or good teachers.

“I also wanted to teach children like the ones I see every
day in my neighborhood. I like teaching African Americans.
When I was student-teaching in New York City, I taught in
mixed classrooms, but what I really enjoy is teaching
African Americans. I’m not sure why – I would pro b a b l y
have trouble explaining it – but it’s an inherent pleasure . ”

Anderson gives a lot of thought to how children learn .
“The crux of it,” she believes, “is that they learn out of
relationships. If a relationship is established, you can teach
c h i l d ren all kinds of things. They take in much more than
i n f o rmation. They pick up character, and love of re a d i n g ,
and love of learning – the things you really want to instill
in students. Of course it’s important to have a good cur-
riculum, but the deep and important things that childre n
l e a rn come from being around people.”

“ I t ’s been a tough year,” Anderson admits. “What keeps
me going is that I really have this desire to be a good teacher.
I know there are areas where I’m lacking, like org a n i z a t i o n ,
but these give me challenges that I set for myself. I re a l l y
want to be able to do this. When I feel like giving up I think
of my commitments and my responsibilities, and I can’t. A
lot of things have been given to me – I feel blessed – so I keep
going. I’m accountable to a lot of people: to the Rockefellers,
to my family, to the children I teach, and to my churc h . ”

Looking back on her own childhood, Anderson says, “When
I was too young to have hope for myself, my mother did.
Someone hoped for you, or gave you a reason to have hope for
yourself. Who will do it for children today? I will.” ■

“T
(Above) Anderson confers with her grandmother, a former
teacher. (Right) She listens intently to her students’ opinions
and works with other teachers in assessing students’ writing.
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F
O R WI L L I A M MA R R O Q U I N, A F I R S T-Y E A R

teacher of math at Fremont High

School in Sunnyvale, California, num-

bers have always been a reminder of

l i f e ’s inescapable realities – and its

unexpected re w a rds. When he was a nine-year-old boy

g rowing up in San Salvador, he watched his father

write out some numbers on a sheet of paper. They

showed that he had earned more at his factory job

b e f o re he was laid off than after he was re h i red under

a new contract. The mathematics of the situation con-

vinced his parents that their future lay far away to the

n o rth, in a city called Los Angeles. His father went

t h e re to find work, and a calendar on the wall at home

helped William to subtract the days, one by one, until

the family was reunited a year later.

(Left) William Marroquin makes mathematics come alive
for his high school students.

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y TO M ER I C K S O N

The Power of
M a t h e m a t i c s
William Marro q u i n

F remont High School » Sunnyvale, Californ i a
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Numbers continued to encroach on him during his
first few months in the new country, when ten friends
and relatives shared a one-room apartment; and

numbers threatened to overwhelm him when he was sent to
one of the country ’s largest high schools. Belmont High School
was better known for its gangs and its violence than for turn-
ing out first-generation Latin American math teachers. But
when it counted, the numbers were on William Marro q u i n ’s
side. He found one high school teacher, John Longmire, who
n u rt u red his interest in mathematics and teaching. Next, he
went to the University of California, Riverside, to do his
u n d e rgraduate work, and from there, with a fellowship grant
f rom the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, he went to Stanford
University for graduate work in education.

N o w, on a bright day in early June, Marroquin is trying to
put some of the power and the wonder of trigonometry into
the hands of his students at Fremont High. Sunnyvale is an
economically and ethnically diverse suburb of San Jose, and,
while many of Marro q u i n ’s students understand the impor-
tance of education, just as many are easily distracted fro m
the subject they are studying. Marroquin tries to engage
them with projects and assignments that hold lessons for
their own lives. 

“O.K., check this out,” he says. “Remember last week we
w e re talking about sine, cosine, and tangent? Today we’re
going to take out those clinometers you made and measure
the angle of elevation of some of the buildings and other
things around here. Then we’ll use the angle of elevation to
f i g u re out the height.” He leads his flock of juniors out onto
the school’s broad front lawn, where they break up into
g roups. Some of them roll out measuring tapes; others peer
up the side of their clinometers to the top of the flagpole.

“ F rom the beginning of time,” Marroquin tells a visitor,
“people have used math to figure out things they need to
k n o w. Maybe they owned a piece of land and wanted to
know how much they had to plow for their food for the year.
Or they wanted to figure out how much wood they needed to
build a hut. Over the years, mathematics gradually devel-
oped into this very abstract way of thinking. But as a teacher
I believe that we have to go back to those very simple ideas
and needs that people developed math for in the first place.
I t ’s time to bring some of that back into teaching.”

One day Marroquin asked a fellow math teacher, Chris
Kenison, to come into his class and lay out a task for the
students. “I told them,” Kenison recalls, “that I wanted to
build a five-bedroom house, but that first I needed some
i m p o rtant facts and figures to make it just right. I wanted
the house to be 3,500 square feet, but I didn’t want to pay
too much for air-conditioning and heating, so the volume of
the rooms had to be as small as possible. I also wanted to
keep the price of paint down, so the outside surface are a
had to be kept to a minimum, too.”

“I had about a 98 percent turn-in rate with that pro j e c t , ”
M a rroquin says, still impressed with the result. “Some of the
kids turned in stuff that just made me say, ‘Whoa, this is
g reat!’ The biggest thing for me was that the kids were talk-
ing about how accurate they had to be in order to make the
m e a s u rements work.” He points to some of the detailed

(Above) Marroquin holds the attention of students not much
younger than himself.

(Right) He helps a student to successfully complete assigned
problem sets. 
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he Rockefeller fellowship 

gives support, both emotional

and economic, and has given me and

others the chance to prove ourselves.

First, it allowed me to do my under-

graduate summer project in my old

high school in downtown Los Angeles.

I knew most of the teachers, and all

of them were really proud to see me

come back to the school. The summer

p roject also turned out to be a plus

on my graduate school applications. 

I was able to attend Stanford, the

graduate school of my dre a m s .

T h rough the fellowships program 

I have made strong ties with people

who care about education, and this

gave me inspiration to continue my

schooling. I gained self confidence,

knowing that my abilities were

a p p reciated and admired. With the

name Rockefeller backing me up,

doors opened for me.

“T

models that the students made, displayed up on a window
ledge. “I thought, ‘Yes, that’s what it’s all about, guys!’”

M a rroquin first got to know Fremont High School when
he interned there as part of his graduate work at Stanford .
Its principal, Peter Tuana, saw right away that his intern
had the makings of a real teacher. The school has a close
relationship with Stanford ’s teacher-training program; as an
experimental school it is often used as a proving ground for
new teaching and administrative techniques. Fre m o n t
teachers often grade their students on the basis of pro j e c t s
and presentations, like the house models that Marro q u i n ’s
students built to show their understanding of geometry.

M a rro q u i n ’s use of that approach has made a stro n g
impact on his students. In one lesson, he asked them to use
m e a s u rements from skid marks at highway accidents to
d e t e rmine the speed at which cars had been going before they
braked. Later the students interviewed people who had been
in accidents to find out how fast they had been going, how far
they skidded, and what kinds of injuries they suff e red. One
student interviewed someone who had been involved in a col-
lision resulting in a death, and that opened every o n e ’s eyes to
the sometimes deadly power of mathematics and physics. In
another project, he asked students to budget a q u i n c e ñ e ro s –
a kind of debutante party for Latin American girls.

But above and beyond Marro q u i n ’s teaching methods,
t h e re ’s something special in how he relates to all his stu-
dents. Fremont is highly diversified – racially, ethnically,
and economically. Some students come from the families of
s o f t w a re engineers and executives, others from families on
w e l f a re. Marro q u i n ’s natural self-assurance and his aware-
ness of life’s realities help him to understand the wide range
of interests and influences in the lives of his students that
sometimes make school itself seem secondary – music,
gangs, sports, relationships, finances, and family.

“ To put it bluntly,” says David Ulate, a fellow math teacher,
“ h e ’s not a stuffed shirt. He brings something that says to kids,
‘Just because I’m a teacher doesn’t mean we can’t be compat-
ible as human beings. I like to work hard, but I also like to be
social. Our conversation doesn’t always have to be academic.’”

“Students are scarred by so many other things,”
M a rroquin says. “I have girls in my class who’ve been raped
or who’ve had abortions. I have guys who’ve been in jail or
who’ve been stabbed. Although I grew up in L.A. and went
to a big high school, I was personally sheltered from those
things. When I went back to my old neighborhood and saw
people from my old school, I thought that they would be just
like me – getting along with a job or something. That was
an eye-opener. Some of them were in jail, some were dead.”

M a rroquin has seen first-hand the life-altering effect of
education, and as a sobering example he points to his own
family – his father, who repairs appliances, and his mother,
who cleans homes. “Do you want to be like them?” he asks
his students. “Or do you want to be like me and go to grad-
uate school and do something you really enjoy?”

Sometimes it needs only one teacher to take an interest in a

seemingly average student and to find the enthusiast inside,
as Marroquin knows from John Longmire, his high school
m e n t o r, who encouraged his aptitude for mathematics. “In
my second year at Stanford,” he recalls, “I ran into a financial
p roblem, even with my Rockefeller Brothers Fund fellowship,
and I thought I might have to drop out of school for a little
while. Then one of my teachers from high school called me to
say that Mr. Longmire had left me something in his will. I
thought it was going to be some books, or something like that.
But it was a check for $1,000 – enough to pay my tuition bills
so I could stay in school. That story is always a reminder to me
of how important it is for a teacher to really know his students.”

“ T h a t ’s the story of my life,” Marroquin says. “You can’t get
lost in the numbers game, even if the odds are against you.
Good things fall out of nowhere all the time if you’re ready to
take advantage of them.” ■
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Marroquin checks a student’s work at the board (above left)
and displays three-dimensional models that students built 
to scale, using mathematical calculations (center).

Unwinding from a demanding schedule, he jogs near his
home after a day of classes (right); and joins other Rockefeller
teaching Fellows for dinner in San Francisco (left).
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H AV E A T E N D E N C Y T O WA L K FA S T,” S AY S

M i reya Jiménez over her shoulder as she

unlocks the door to an office at We s t m o n t

E l e m e n t a ry School in Pomona, Californ i a ,

w h e re she is the language coord i n a t o r.

“This is my crazy office. This is how you get hold of

me,” she continues, lifting a crackling walkie-talkie

to her ear. “This is Mireya,” she says into the

walkie-talkie. “Yes, we’re having the meeting in

Room 18 in just a few minutes.”

A few moments later she arrives at Room 18,

followed by a group of sixth-grade girls. They are

c a rrying the makings of an ample brunch fro m

M i re y a ’s car – a coffee urn, a platter of fruit, bagels,

c ream cheese, danish, knives, forks, cups, and juice.

“The first rule is ‘offer re f reshments,’” Mireya says.

Tu rning to another group of children, she asks them

to arrange all the desks and chairs into a large U.

She hopes this will make it easier for the people at

her meeting to talk about their concern s .

Mireya Jiménez (at left) talks to parents at tea honoring
their work as school volunteers.

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y LI N D A LE W I S

A B rid g eO v e r
theB o rd e r
M i reya Jiméne z

Westmont Elementary School » Pomona, Californ i a

“
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Jiménez has assumed responsibility for making sure
that the students’ parents, many of whom are mainly
Spanish-speaking, feel welcome in the school, where

most of the classes and conversations are conducted in
English. At today’s meeting they will discuss how to spend
$20,000 of the school budget that has been earmarked for
computer equipment and software intended to help stu-
dents to become better readers. Jiménez wants the pare n t s
to know that the school is interested in their opinions – in
any language. Ten minutes later the first few pare n t s
s t a rt filling the chairs nearest the door, and the ro o m
begins to buzz with Spanish. Eventually 25 mothers
find their way into the early-morning meeting. R o b b i e
Zendejas, We s t m o n t ’s principal, arrives to greet them.

“Buenos días a todos!” she says.
Keeping Spanish alive at 82 percent Hispanic We s t m o n t

has become a grail for Jiménez, who is in her fifth year on
the staff. Raised in Palm Springs by Spanish-speaking
Mexican immigrant parents, she felt from her earliest grade-
school days that she was uncomfortably straddling a wall
between two languages and cultures. Although she could
speak Spanish fluently, she couldn’t read or write it. That
was done in English, a language in which she felt less com-
petent than her wealthier Palm Springs classmates. And
when she visited her cousins in Jalisco, Mexico, they made
fun of her Spanish pronunciation and sentence stru c t u re .

For Jiménez it became a serious issue of self-esteem.
When she was nominated to re p resent her high school on a
trip to the state capital, she assumed that she had been
selected by mistake, and she turned down the trip.
Although many colleges accepted her application, she felt
that it had more to do with her ethnic background than
with her classroom accomplishments. Those feelings came
to a head when she was a graduate student at Clare m o n t
U n i v e r s i t y. A non-Latino boyfriend who was studying
Spanish asked her how to spell “sneeze” in Spanish. He
d i s a g reed with her answer and consulted a dictionary.

“My parents came from a small town in Mexico,”
Jiménez explains, “and they had a country accent. Because
of their pronunciation I thought there was a ‘d’ in the word .
My boyfriend assured me that there wasn’t, and he was
right. It was a small thing, but it just totally devastated me.
I thought, ‘How could I have been wrong about something

so simple? I’m not American and I’m not Mexican. I don’t
even know who I am.’”

That was the beginning of Mire y a ’s commitment to bilin-
gual education. Many studies have shown that bilingual
education not only raises the self-esteem of non-English
speakers; it also improves their fluency in written and spo-
ken English. A second language doesn’t crowd English out
of a child’s head. On the contrary, fluency in one language
c reates a fertile bed in which other languages can take ro o t
and pro s p e r. When students take pride in their native
tongue, they can also help other students to learn that lan-
guage. Jiménez sees herself at the center of that nurt u r i n g
p rocess. As the language coordinator at Westmont, she is the
bridge connecting immigrant parents, their assimilating
c h i l d ren, and a beleaguered institution. Everyone in this tri-
angle sees her as a vital conduit. 

Instead of allowing Spanish-speaking students to disap-
pear into themselves, she induces them to jump into new
activities and subjects. When she taught third - g r a d e r s

about the pioneers coming over the Rocky Mountains, she
had them climb over the chairs in her classroom to show how
d i fficult the trek was. To give students a taste of Latino cul-
t u re she enlisted the help of a fellow teacher, Alex Cristales,
to teach the children their native salsa and merengue dances.

“Dance is probably the most important part of Latin
American culture,” says Cristales, who was born in El
S a l v a d o r. “It’s how Latin American people express their
feelings and their emotions – their thoughts about them-
selves as a people.” Salsa and merengue are the dances that
the parents of many Spanish-speaking students would have
g rown up on. Learning these dances makes the students feel
connected to their parents just when they may be feeling
ambivalent about their ethnic background. The dances also

(Left) Helping students like Daisy Moreno, Jiménez re m e m-
bers her own early struggles learning to read English.

(Above, left to right) As a bilingual teacher, Jiménez works
with Spanish-speaking students on writing skills; gives addi-
tional help to those who linger in classroom during re c e s s ;
leads a stretching exercise in physical education; and teaches
signing for words to a Spanish holiday song.
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build a bridge between the school and the parents by showing
them that the school values their cultural heritage. In his own
case, Cristales recalls, no such welcoming atmosphere was pro-
vided in grade school for children who grew up in homes where
d i ff e rent cultures prevailed and English was seldom spoken.

C a l i f o rn i a ’s Proposition 227, which was passed in 1998,
had a seismic effect on the state’s bilingual education pro-
grams. The law mandated that schools offer English-only
immersion programs to children whose English was not yet
fluent. While the law stopped short of outlawing bilingual
p rograms, its aggressive interpretation in some school systems
stunted or even dismantled bilingual course offerings. In
M i re y a ’s school district, teachers were instructed not to discuss
their own opinions of the value of bilingual education with the
p a rents of their students. Across the state, many Spanish-
speaking parents were led to believe that their children would
l e a rn faster in English-only programs. For bilingual teachers
it was a heart - w renching time.

“ T h e re were many students who I thought could have
really benefitted from the bilingual program,” Jiménez
recalls. “‘What should we do?’ the parents asked me. I had
to tell them I wasn’t allowed to give my own opinion – that I
could lose my job.” Prohibiting teachers from giving their
opinion on education, Jiménez felt, was like muzzling a doc-
tor on the subject of medicine. She and her fellow bilingual
teachers took their concerns to a union meeting and insisted
that a committee be formed to study various ambiguous sit-
uations created by Proposition 227.

It was Jiménez who stood up at the union meeting and
demanded action. Three times the union re p re s e n t a t i v e
a s k e d that the issue be tabled. But other bilingual teachers
began to stand up and tell their stories of how Pro p o s i t i o n
227 had set back everything they believed in as educators.
F i n a l l y, the union promised to address those issues. As a
result of that meeting, a bilingual committee was form e d ,
with Jiménez as chair, and the union’s legal counsel later
found that Proposition 227 did in fact allow teachers to
make recommendations to parents about whether their chil-
d ren would benefit from bilingual classes. Unfort u n a t e l y, the
damage had been done. “The students who had stayed in
bilingual programs were fine,” says We s t m o n t ’s principal,
Robbie Zendejas, “but those who went from a bilingual pro-
gram to an all-English immersion class were n ’t comfort a b l e
speaking English and were very quiet in class.”

T h a t ’s exactly the kind of situation that Jiménez won’t
allow to continue. Next year she will re t u rn to the classro o m
as a tenured teacher and as an advocate for bilingualism. As
Zendejas points out, in the public schools of California today
t h e re ’s no substitute for teachers who have the skills – and the
dedication – of Mireya Jiménez. “With the cognitive adjust-
ment that children have to make to learn English,” she says,
“ i t ’s imperative that we have fully credentialed teachers like
M i reya here. It’s not an option. It’s a necessity.” ■

he fellowship program has  

given me a sense of gre a t

pride and confidence. It a l l o w e d

me to pay for some of my graduate

school tuition, and it also eased

my financial situation in terms of

cost of living (room and board ) .

Once I started teaching, the pro-

gram helped me in the re p a y m e n t

of my education loans. This was

c rucial for me, since I had just

bought a house by myself near 

my school. I am now part of my

s c h o o l ’s community, which makes

me quite proud! This is only the

m o n e t a ry aspect, of course, but

it has given me confidence in

myself. The summer workshops

have been very inspiring. I very

much enjoyed being surro u n d e d

by such powerful teachers-to-be,

and their enthusiasm was conta-

gious. It made me remember I

w a s n ’t alone. Though it may sound

c o rn y, I’ve felt like they’re a little

family that backs me up.

“T

(Right) Jiménez jokes with girls after end-of-the-year soccer
game between students and teachers. 
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C
AT H Y NG U Y E N (P R O N O U N C E D “ WI N” )

teaches third grade in the Jane

Addams School in Lawndale,

C a l i f o rnia, a community of about

30,000 in southern Los Angeles County.

Like much of the region, Lawndale’s neighborh o o d s

and schools are a mixture of Asians and Latin

Americans, African Americans and whites, immi-

grants and long-time Angelenos – in a now-familiar

American blend. 

One day one of Nguyen’s students approached her

with a new book called Onion Te a r s. Other childre n

g a t h e red around, intrigued by the unusual title. “Read

it to us, Miss Nguyen,” they said. The book was about

a Vietnamese girl who lost her family in the war and

is now trying to adjust to life without them in a new

c o u n t ry, the United States. Afterw a rd the third -

graders asked Nguyen to repeat her own story of how

she came to this country when she was four. It’s a story

that many of her students, uprooted in their own lives,

have come to think of as their own.

(Left) Cathy Nguyen lifts crab from classroom tank for
her students to examine. 

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y GL E N N MA R Z A N O

An Oasis of
S u p p o rt

Nhung “Cathy” Nguyen
Jane Addams School » Lawndale, Californ i a
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Nhung “Cathy” Nguyen was born into her country ’s
civil war. Her father had no profession before he
became a soldier. In the mid-1970s the Nguyen

family wandered around the countryside, trying to stay
close enough to the guerilla front where her father was
fighting so that he could come “home” at night. As the war
dragged on, it became clear to Nguyen’s father that South
Vietnam was going to lose the war and that there would be
a bloodbath. He made arrangements for the family to
escape by boat. But when the time came to leave, he was
n o w h e re to be found; they would have to go without him.

As the tightly-packed boat drifted around the South
China Sea, the supplies of rice and water dwindled. One
a f t e rnoon another fishing boat full of refugees appeare d
f rom out of nowhere. Amazingly, Nguyen’s father was
a b o a rd. The Nguyen family was reunited, and the two lost
boats parted ways. A few days later an enormous tanker
bound for the Philippines scooped up the refugees. Fro m
Manila the Nguyens were flown to Florida, where they were
taken in by an American family who were, like themselves,
Catholics. A few years later they learned that they had re l-
atives in California, and they moved to Los Angeles, where
they have been ever since.

N o w, at her elementary school, Nguyen teaches childre n
who are living their own stories of survival. Family is every-
thing to Nguyen, and she sees her students as a family that
she must energize and nurt u re every day. “She’s a perf e c t
t e a c h e r, in a way,” says Frank Noyes, her principal. “She
has the time and the dedication to give to students, and she’s
always learning new ways of reaching out to them.”

It wasn’t always so easy for Nguyen, who is now in her
fifth year at Jane Addams. She came to the school with no

real classroom experience, and she often felt, as many
new teachers do, that there was no way she could have
been adequately pre p a red for the task ahead. Assigned to
a combined first- and second-grade classroom, she was
never given clear instructions on how the curr i c u l u m
should be handled. Discipline problems were fre q u e n t
and often, it seemed, intractable.

“I had some students who couldn’t pass the grade level
and had been held back –  they were bigger than me,” says
Nguyen, a slender woman no more than five feet tall. To
make matters worse, she felt that she got little support for
her eff o rts to keep the classroom quiet. Students were sel-
dom reprimanded for disrupting the class. Nguyen herself
became filled with frustration and self-doubt.

“It was the worst year of my life,” she says. “I would go
home and cry. The only thing my parents could tell me was
what a mistake I had made in deciding to become a
t e a c h e r. ‘Why didn’t you go to nursing school like we told
you to?’ they said. ‘Like your sisters did?’”

But Nguyen was determined to survive. When the
school allotted only $400 for classroom supplies, she
used her own money to buy alphabet charts and

bulletin boards. She also spent extra time working with her
students on reading. With a grant for leadership developm e n t

(Left) Nguyen boosts Mattie’a Collins to overhead 
apparatus.

(Above) She holds the attention of her class as she reads 
stories that relate to their own lives. 
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f rom the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, she instituted a pro g r a m
to teach students and their parents how to use the Intern e t
and e-mail. Only by involving the parents in their childre n ’s
education, she felt, would she be able to make a diff e re n c e
in her students’ lives. She also hoped the program would
o v e rcome the gap between home and school.

“At the end of every school year,” she explains, “it’s been
e x t remely hard for me to feel that I have successfully com-
pleted my job as an educator. Why? Because I didn’t feel as
if I had touched the whole of each child – only the part of
them that came to school. I felt that I knew that child for
who and what they could do during school hours. The re s t
was beyond my re a c h . ”

When Frank Noyes came to Jane Addams in 1996,
the school atmosphere improved to the point
w h e re Nguyen could finally teach as she wanted

to. Literacy scores in her classes have risen dramatically, and
some students have made great pro g ress in learning. But
some problems won’t go away. Lawndale is what administra-
tors describe as a “low-wealth” area – which means that 85
p e rcent of the students are on partial or full lunch assistance
p rograms, and many of them also receive daily bre a k f a s t s .

“The biggest challenge to many of our students,” says
Kristen Holm, Nguyen’s third-grade teaching part n e r, “is
what they face at home. After school and on weekends
t h e re ’s no telling what kind of situation they may be in. Some

have lost relatives to drive-by shootings; others have been
separated from their parents or their siblings. Quite a few are
also affected by their parents’ use of alcohol and dru g s . ”

T h a t ’s why Nguyen feels it’s crucial for her to make her
c l a s s room an oasis of support and stability. Her superv i s o r s
and colleagues say she is extremely organized, planning
lessons to the minute. She and Holm spend hours brain-
s t o rming class projects, and Nguyen keeps files on those
that have worked out. During one recent lesson, one-third
of her 20 students sat reading books at a C-shaped table
while Nguyen sat in the middle and helped them along;
o n e - t h i rd listened to a book on tape; and the rest made as
many words as they could out of the letters in “beautiful.”
As each group shifted from one task to the next, the stu-
dents quickly became interested in the new pro j e c t .

A firm hand during first the two or three months of
the year pays off for Nguyen. By the end of the fall
semester her seven- and eight-year-olds discover that
she’s a warm and thoughtful person; she only disciplines
them because she wants them to learn. A color-coded
behavior chart at the far end of the room tells whether
they are in good graces, on probation, or isolated in time-
out for repeatedly disrupting the class. They always
know where they stand with Miss Nguyen.

In her first year, she recalls, she had a Vi e t n a m e s e
student who had a reputation for being belligerent and
u n ru l y. One day he pushed another child in the play-
g round and wouldn’t apologize. He withdrew into himself
and wouldn’t speak to anybody. “He still hadn’t made the
connection that I was Vietnamese like him,” Nguyen
recalls, “so I decided to try talking to him in his own
language. You should have seen his eyes light up! He ran
over to a group of Vietnamese kids and whispered some-
thing to them. They all came back together and asked
me, ‘How do you know how to speak our language?’”

F rom that day on, the same teachers who had branded
the child a behavior problem the year before began to
comment on how he had blossomed into a cooperative
and motivated student.Being addressed in his primary
language, by a teacher from his own country, gave him
a sense that he could be heard and that he belonged to
the school.

But it’s not just Vietnamese or Asian children who share
a bond with Nguyen. All the children seek her respect and
attention. Her students understand that she knows what it
means to be frustrated again and again and to continue to
strive – and that’s what she encourages them to do. To d a y
Nguyen knows that teaching is going to be her care e r. Just
as important, her parents have also accepted that fact.
“The statistics say that if you can survive the first five
years, you’re in for the long haul,” she says. “I see myself
teaching for a good number of years.” ■

ver and over again I have been asked why I chose to teach. My

reply is always the same – I want to know that I can make a

d i ff e rence in the lives of children. Here are some ways the Rockefeller

B rothers Fund program has been of benefit to me: 1. It has made me

p roud of what I do and encouraged me to do my very best; 2. It has

made me a better educator, knowing that I re p resent a pre s t i g i o u s

p rog r a m; 3. It enabled me to attend graduate school; 4. It encouraged

me to apply to graduate schools I felt were ‘too good’ to accept me; 

5. It was a constant motivator for me to finish my master’s pro g r a m ;

6. Through the fellowship, I have made lasting friendships with o t h e r s

who I can call on to share my troubles and joys of life and teaching;

7. It has given me the endurance and motivation to work day by day.

“O

Nguyen energetically joins her students in a boisterous
game of wall ball (above); and enjoys the quiet beauty of
her mother’s garden (right).
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I
N H I S 8:00 A.M. A D VA N C E D P L A C E M E N T

class in English literature at Conestoga High

School in Berwyn, Pennsylvania, a town on the

Main Line, west of Philadelphia, Delvin Dinkins

does not at the moment appear to be busy.

A c t u a l l y, he is mentoring a teaching intern who has just

begun a class discussion about the meaning of re d e m p-

tion in Nathaniel Hawthorn e ’s The Scarlet Letter. T h re e

students have been assigned to lead the class in talking

about what they have read. In the back of the ro o m ,

Dinkins takes notes and watches every t h i n g .

A 28-year-old African American, Dinkins has a re p u-

tation for being compulsively organized and well pre-

p a red. He is constantly making schedules and “to-do”

lists. Usually he arrives at Conestoga at about 7:00 A.M.

to pre p a re for the day. He teaches until 3:00 and then

coaches track until 5:30. By the time he picks up his 

son and daughter from the day-care center and drives

home, it’s 6:45. In the evening he has tests and essays to

read and to grade, sometimes as many as one hundre d .

(Right) Delvin Dinkins writes recommendations for his
students who are applying to college.

PH O T O G R A P H S B Y DAV I D SWA N S O N

Hurdl i n g
Pre c onc eive d

No tio n s
D elvin Dinkins

Conestoga High School » B e rwyn, Pennsylvania
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“Making lists is probably just a way of procrastinating – a
way to put off starting,” says Dinkins, who is now in his fifth
year at the school. “All my friends make fun of me.” Once,
when he was in college, he tried to stop making lists, but
within a week he was back at it, and now he freely indulges
himself. His schedules almost always include a margin of
what he calls “miscellaneous time” – time to catch up. “No
schedule is perfect,” he explains.

Di n k i n s ’s addiction to lists may be the residue of help-
ing his mother, who raised him and three brothers on
her own in the nearby town of Chester. Wa n d a

Dinkins often worked double nursing shifts so that her boys
w o u l d n ’t have to go without the clothes and toys that their
friends had. Although Delvin was the third-oldest child, he
felt that it was his duty to take some weight from her shoul-
ders – to do a load of wash or make dinner. “The sense of
responsibility I had for my mother made me stru c t u re my
life,” he says.

For this morn i n g ’s class on The Scarlet Letter he has made
a list of some of the topics he wants to cover. But for now he
just listens. He has confidence in this class to keep the dis-
cussion on a productive level; there ’s no whispering among
the students, no joking or digression. Only when there ’s a lull
does Dinkins begin to speak, and all eyes turn toward him.

“The nature of sin and redemption was part of the fabric of
Puritan town life,” he says. “People were categorized as
redeemed or in a state of sin, as much as they were considere d
alive or dead. The power of redemption was crucial to a per-
s o n ’s acceptance by the community. What do you think
Jonathan Edwards would have to say about Revere n d
Dimmesdale?” Checkpoint number one on Dinkins’s list of
topics has been hit, and he re t u rns to listening and observ i n g .

D i n k i n s ’s file drawers contain thick folders of notes and
relevant readings for each of his classes, and he shares these
with his interns. After every class he wants to know which
techniques worked for which students, and why. He wants
to know how long students are likely to have a meaningful
exchange on a particular topic – five minutes on this, eight
minutes on that. He will go to extreme lengths to make sure
the class stays on his schedule.

“Once, he asked everyone in the class to turn aro u n d , ”
says the school’s principal, Susan Yates, “and talk with the
person behind them for one minute about a certain point in
a book they were reading. One minute. It really focused their
attention.” His classroom is like a chessboard to a chess mas-
ter – he can turn away from it and still know what’s going on
and how to intervene. He’s fascinated by the classroom, con-
stantly innovating. “He’s the best English teacher I’ve ever
seen,” says Yates, “and I’m an English teacher. ”

Dinkins discovered his bent for teaching at Swart h m o re
A c a d e m y, a private high school, where he was a National
Honor Society student. The school had a summer Upward
Bound program that enabled him to visit museums and
attend plays and concerts in Philadelphia. Later he became
an Upward Bound counselor himself.

(Left) As coach of the men’s track team, the Conestoga
P i o n e e r s , Dinkins checks runners’ strides.  

(Above) At local meet, Dinkins reads the running times 
of women’s track team that has won a distance medley.
In honors class, he leads a discussion on Arthur Miller
and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Before practice, he addre s s e s
men’s track team. 
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Next, at Swart h m o re College, Dinkins majored in
English and in chemistry, partly because his mother urg e d
him to go into medicine; she wanted him to be a car-
d i o p u l m o n a ry specialist. But in his junior year he re a d
Jonathan Kozol’s Savage Inequalities, an indictment of the
American educational system and its treatment of the poor
and minorities. “The book didn’t reflect my own experi-
ence,” he says, “but it made me feel really bad. I was
shaking my head while I was reading it, thinking about
what it meant for other people. It had a huge impact on
my decision to be a teacher. ”

At first that decision didn’t impress his mother. “I
had to convince her,” Dinkins says, “that you could
contribute in lots of diff e rent ways and that my

contributions were no less valuable for being in this pro-
fession.” Today he feels that his role as a teacher is vital in
c reating a leadership image for African Americans.

His first teaching job was in a New Jersey public school,
w h e re he taught English to a room full of students who
had been put in the same class because of disciplinary
p roblems. The teacher who preceded him, a 30-year veter-
an of the school system, had suddenly quit after having a
fistfight with a student. “They wanted to see if they could
s c a re me off, too,” Dinkins recalls, “and a couple of times
I did blow my top. That environment has a tendency to
bring things out of you that you didn’t know were there .
But I stuck to my guns.”

D i n k i n s ’s present job at Conestoga grew out of a job fair
in Madison Square Garden in New York, where five hun-
d red school districts were interviewing teaching candidates.

Outside, the line stretched around the block. Intensive inter-
views at three booths resulted in Dinkins’s being invited to
a smaller job fair in the Philadelphia area, where, after
another flurry of interviews, he was delighted to find him-
self hired by a school that was only a half-hour’s drive fro m
his mother and stepfather’s home. Now he and his wife and
their two children have a home in nearby Exton. “I wanted
to teach in a place where I could actually t e a c h – where I
would have the support I didn’t have in New Jersey, ”
Dinkins says. “In New Jersey they wanted lesson plans that
w e re written according to a pre-set stru c t u re. But I wanted
not only to teach but to teach w e l l, and I can do that here . ”

During his first year at Conestoga the parents of one stu-
dent complained that Dinkins was too “forceful.” “I always

let the students know that if they haven’t done what’s
re q u i red there are going to be consequences,” he explains.
But the situation may have been exacerbated, he thinks,
because of his race – he was the only African-American
teacher on the school’s academic staff. That experience has
never stopped him, however, from running his classes as
tightly as any teacher at Conestoga. Now there are no ques-
tions about his classroom style. “Often,” he says, “students
who are about to take one of my courses say, ‘I’ve heard
about you. I know how things work.’”

But Dinkins likes to be responsive to the interests of his stu-
dents, and Conestoga gives him the flexibility to accommo-
date their requests. One group of upperclass students asked
him to design a course in modern American literature that he
is now teaching. “They wanted to read some things outside
the canon – writers like Kate Chopin and Richard Wr i g h t
and Zora Neale Hurston,” Dinkins says. “So I just wrote up
a syllabus and handed it in, and that was it. I think the
administration trusted me to come up with something good.”

“ Teachers from other districts make jokes about us,”
Dinkins says, “because our school is like Utopia.” T h e
Philadelphia Inquire r recently re p o rted that Conestoga
spends more per capita on its 1,470 students than any
other school in Chester County. Four out of five teachers
have completed postgraduate work, and their average
teaching experience is 14 years. Ninety-two percent of the
1999 graduating class went on to a four-year college.

“ T h e y ’ re great,” Dinkins says of Conestoga’s students.
“These are the children of some of the most influential peo-
ple in the area, and they’re very serious about school.” It’s
also a group, he believes, that desperately needs to see and

to experience the excellence and the imagination
of African-American professionals. “Part of the
p roblem is that we don’t dialogue enough about
race. These kids are going to be our future lead-
ers – many of them are from families that are
a l ready doing well. They’re going to be in power
and they’re going to need to hash these things
out. That’s why I often step out of the circle and
let them talk it out honestly among themselves.

“ P a rt of what keeps me going is seriousness of
purpose. If I’m not serious, that already puts me

on the back burn e r. I have to overcompensate, so that
e v e rybody knows that I know what I’m doing. I’m hur-
dling every preconceived notion that people have.” That
seriousness is a powerful presence in his classroom. Delvin
D i n k i n s ’s students realize that they have to measure up to
the high standards of their African-American teacher. And
t h a t ’s one lesson they will never forget. ■

he fellowship program  

has provided me with

unwavering financial, social,

and professional support.

The program has validated

my interest and love for

teaching by providing me

with access to a cohort of

young minority scholars

doing the same thing I’m

doing. I have felt empowered

by the program’s focus on

t e a c h e r-scholars, which has

p rovided plenty of opport u-

nities for me to engage in

serious self-reflection about

education, society, and

other issues by exchanging

ideas and sharing beliefs

with people I respect. In

summary, the fellowship

program has been both a

source of inspiration and 

a source of power, and

because the Fund has con-

sistently been a part of my

professional development, 

I have become what I hope

is a very good teacher.

“T

Dinkins reads to Delvin Junior in nightly session (far left).
In the kitchen with his wife, Davirah, and daughter, Bria,
he chops onions for dinner (left).

(Right) At end of a long day of teaching and coaching,
Dinkins heads to his car, carrying papers to be graded at
home. On the way, he will collect his children from day care. 
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JO S E P H AG U I R R E
SO U T H PA S A D E N A, CA L I F O R N I A

BL A N C A AK E R B O O M
CH I N O, CA L I F O R N I A

NI C O L E AL S T O N
KE N T, WA S H I N G T O N

JO Y AN D E R S O N
PH I L A D E L P H I A, PE N N S Y LVA N I A

CH I WA I AU
SA N GA B R I E L, CA L I F O R N I A

CAT I N A BA C O T E
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

LA U R E N BA N K S
CH I C A G O, IL L I N O I S

RU B Y BAÑU E L O S
RE G O PA R K, NE W YO R K

AL E X I S BE A R D
SPA N AWAY, WA S H I N G T O N

SH AW N BE C K E T T
NE W YO R K, NE W YO R K

DA RY L BE G AY
NAVA J O, NE W ME X I C O

JOAN N BE N O I T
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

KI A BE R RY
DE T R O I T MI C H I G A N

IA N BL A K E
PH I L A D E L P H I A, PE N N S Y LVA N I A

CA N D A C E BO O N E
DE T R O I T, MI C H I G A N

KE E LY N BR A D L E Y
WA R R E N, OH I O

MI C H E L L E BR A N T L E Y
ME M P H I S, TE N N E S S E E

JU L I A N BR A X T O N
CA M B R I D G E, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

KAT R I N A BR O W N
SI LV E R SP R I N G, MA RY L A N D

TH A B I T I BR O W N
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

MI C H A E L BR O X *
SU I T L A N D, MA RY L A N D

CR I S S Y CÁC E R E S
PH I L A D E L P H I A, PE N N S Y LVA N I A

JA N E N E CA M P B E L L- JO N E S
UN I V E R S I T Y, MI S S I S S I P P I

TR A C Y CA N A R D
SE C O N D ME S A, AR I Z O N A

IS A I A S CA N T U, JR.
SA N AN T O N I O, TE X A S

EL I Z A B E T H CA R R I L- LU C I A N O
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

EI L E E N CH E N
BR I G H T O N, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

ST E P H E N CH E N
ST O N E MO U N TA I N, GE O R G I A

MA R G A R E T CH E N G
RE D O N D O BE A C H, CA L I F O R N I A

LY N D A CH I N
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

HA RV E Y CH I S M
CL AY M O N T, DE L AWA R E

WE L L E S L E Y KE N N E T H
CL AY T O N, JR.
WA S H I N G T O N, D.C.

LA U R A CO L E
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

CH R I S T I E CO O L E Y
AT L A N TA, GE O R G I A

CRY S TA L A. CO O P E R
WA S H I N G T O N, D.C.

YE S S E N I A CO R R E A
JE R S E Y CI T Y, NE W JE R S E Y

JE N N I F E R CO RT E Z
SY L M A R, CA L I F O R N I A

AD R I A N A CO RT E Z
MO N T E B E L L O, CA L I F O R N I A

TO D D CR A I G
BR O N X, NE W YO R K

AN D R E W DA N I L C H I C K
WA L L I N G F O R D, PE N N S Y LVA N I A

YV E T T E DA U G H E RT Y
CL E V E L A N D, OH I O

CA R M E N DE LA CR U Z
AL E X A N D R I A, VI R G I N I A

AN A DE LO S SA N T O S
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

DE LV I N DI N K I N S
EX T O N, PE N N S Y LVA N I A

MA RÍA DO M E N E C H
AG U A S BU E N A S, PU E RT O RI C O

GA B R I E L A DO M I N G U E Z
LO S AN G E L E S, CA L I F O R N I A

NO E M I DO N O S O
LO S AN G E L E S, CA L I F O R N I A

CO R E T TA DO S S
OX F O R D, MI S S I S S I P P I

JU S T I N DR I V E R
WA S H I N G T O N, D.C.

MA R C E L I N E DUBO S E
MI N N E A P O L I S, MI N N E S O TA

MI C H A E L DU N S O N
HE M P S T E A D, NE W YO R K

SA R A H ELW E L L
NE W YO R K, NE W YO R K

EL E N A EN R I Q U E Z- SA L A Z A R
DE L AI R E, CA L I F O R N I A

RO S AMA R I E FI G U E R O A
MO R E N O VA L L E Y, CA L I F O R N I A

DA N E T TA FI S H E R
BU S B Y, MO N TA N A

RO C H E L L E FL E M I N G
BO Z E M A N, MO N TA N A

CO L E E N FR O N T I N
HYAT T S V I L L E, MA RY L A N D

JU A N GA R C I A
JA C K S O N HE I G H T S, NE W YO R K

PAT R I C I A GA R C I A
GL E N D A L E, CA L I F O R N I A

RA U L GA R C I A I I
JA M A I C A PL A I N, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

GU A D A L U P E GA R I B AY
LO S AN G E L E S, CA L I F O R N I A

RU A N D A GA RT H
CH I C A G O, IL L I N O I S

DO U G L A S GE O R G E
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

DAV I D GO N Z A L E Z
NE W BR A U N F E L S, TE X A S

JO SÉ GO N Z A L E Z
LO S AN G E L E S, CA L I F O R N I A

RA U L GO N Z A L E Z
PEÑI TA S, TE X A S

KA R A HAT H AWAY
SA N FR A N C I S C O, CA L I F O R N I A

PH I L L I P HAY N E S
PA L M D A L E, CA L I F O R N I A

GAY L E HE R R I N G T O N
WA S H I N G T O N, D.C.

CR E S E N C I A HU F F
SA N AN T O N I O, TE X A S

MI C H A E L HU M P H R E Y S
BR O N X, NE W YO R K

MA R I A HY L E R
SA N MAT E O, CA L I F O R N I A

MI R E YA JI MÉN E Z
PO M O N A, CA L I F O R N I A

CA N D I C E JI M E R S O N
CI N C I N N AT I, OH I O

AN G E L A JO H N S O N
BR O W N I N G, MO N TA N A

DE N I S E JU N E A U
HE L E N A, MO N TA N A

MA N Y V E T H KH I E U
BU R N S V I L L E, MI N N E S O TA

SO P H I A KI N G
SI LV E R SP R I N G, MD

JI M KO
LE X I N G T O N, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

LL O Y D LE E
AL B U Q U E R Q U E, NE W ME X I C O

AM Y LE E
NE W YO R K, NE W YO R K

TE R E S I TA LE O N I D O
LO S AN G E L E S, CA L I F O R N I A

TE R E S A LE S T E R
MA N C H E S T E R, CO N N E C T I C U T

DE L I A LO V E L L
SA N DI E G O, CA L I F O R N I A

ER I K A LO Z A N O- GU R R O L A
LO N G BE A C H, CA L I F O R N I A

DE R E K LY N C H
CA M B R I A HE I G H T S, NE W YO R K

CY N T H I A MA C E D O
PO M O N A, CA L I F O R N I A

WI L L I A M MA R R O Q U I N
ME R C E D, CA L I F O R N I A

BE N MA RT I N E Z
WA S H I N G T O N, D.C.

ZO L A MA S H A R I K I
FO R E S T HI L L S, NE W YO R K

AL I S O N MCKE N Z I E
WO O D S I D E, NE W YO R K

JO SÉ ME D I N A
EL PA S O, TE X A S

DI A N A ME R C A D O
MO R E N O VA L L E Y, CA L I F O R N I A

KI S C H A MI L L E R
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

VA L E R I E MI T C H E L L
OA K L A N D, CA L I F O R N I A

ED U A R D O MO R A
NE W YO R K, NE W YO R K

JU A N MO R A L E S
ST. PA U L, MI N N E S O TA

NA D I R A H MO R E L A N D
OA K L A N D, CA L I F O R N I A

MA R I S E L A MU R I L L O
LO S AN G E L E S, CA L I F O R N I A

DA R I A NE A L
DE T R O I T, MI C H I G A N

NH U N G NG U Y E N
GA R D E N A, CA L I F O R N I A

XU A N- VU NG U Y E N
PA L O ALT O, CA L I F O R N I A

JU L I A N O ’ CO N N O R
IO WA CI T Y, IO WA

IS E L A OC E G U E D A
EL PA S O, TE X A S

JA C Q U E L I N E PA C H E C O- RO M A N
NE W YO R K, NE W YO R K

GU A D A L U P E PA D I L L A
EL PA S O, TE X A S

JA M E S PA L M E R
MI N N E A P O L I S, MI N N E S O TA

PH E L A N A PA N G
BE R K E L E Y, CA L I F O R N I A

SA R A H PA R K S
BO U L D E R, CO L O R A D O

GE O R G E PA R K S
BI L O X I, MI S S I S S I P P I

AM E L I A PE R E Z
OA K L A N D, CA L I F O R N I A

ED WA R D W. O. PE R E Z
PA S A D E N A, CA L I F O R N I A

KI M B E R LY PH I L L I P S- HAT C H E T T
HO U S T O N, TE X A S

LI L I A PI C A D O
MO N T E R E Y PA R K, CA L I F O R N I A

RO S E M A RY PO L A N C O
CH I C A G O, IL L I N O I S

ER I C A PO O N
NE W YO R K, NE W YO R K

LE T I C I A QU I N T E R O
HU N T I N G T O N PA R K, CA L I F O R N I A

GL O R I A RA M O S
SA N GA B R I E L, CA L I F O R N I A

GU Y RE AV I S
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

DA R L E N E RE E V E S
HO L L I S, NE W YO R K

RE B E C C A RE N A R D
SA N FR A N C I S C O, CA L I F O R N I A

AN I TA RE V I L L A
SA N AN T O N I O, TE X A S

GI L B E RTA RE Y E S
HO N O L U L U, HAWA I I

TE R E S A RO D R I G U E Z
AR L I N G T O N, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

AN G E L RO S E
LI N D E N, NE W JE R S E Y

AN A RO W L A N D
BO Z E M A N, MO N TA N A

LATA R S H A RU S S E L L
BA LT I M O R E, MA RY L A N D

DE B B Y SA I N T I L
CA M B R I D G E, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

CA R M E N SC H M I T T
SO M E RV I L L E, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

MI C H A E L SI M M O N S
ST. PA U L, MI N N E S O TA

DA M O N SM I T H
CA M B R I D G E, MA S S A C H U S E T T S

JA N E I. SO O HO O
OA K L A N D, CA L I F O R N I A

JE A N I N E STA P L E S
PH I L A D E L P H I A, PE N N S Y LVA N I A

ME L I S S A ST E E L
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

KAT H E R I N E SU Y E YA S U
OA K L A N D, CA L I F O R N I A

JE N N I F E R TH O M A S
FL O R A L A, AL A B A M A

WI L L I A M TH O M P S O N
AN N AR B O R, MI C H I G A N

JE F F R E Y TO R O M O R E N O
WO O D H AV E N, NE W YO R K

FE L I C I A TR I P P
SA N FR A N C I S C O, CA L I F O R N I A

SA N D R A VE L A S C O- ES P I N O Z A
NO RWA L K, CA L I F O R N I A

SO N I A VE L A Z Q U E Z
DO W N E Y, CA L I F O R N I A

AN D RÉS VE R S A G E
SO U T H PA S A D E N A, CA L I F O R N I A

TI M O T H Y VE S S E L
DE E RW O O D, MI N N E S O TA

CL A U D I A V O N VA C A N O
STA N F O R D, CA L I F O R N I A

MA I K A WATA N A B E
BE R K E L E Y, CA L I F O R N I A

GR E G O RY WH I T E
DE T R O I T, MI C H I G A N

TA N YA WI G G I N S
BR O O K LY N, NE W YO R K

ER I K A WI L D E R
NO RT H PO T O M A C, MA RY L A N D

CH E RWA N D A WI L L I A M S
DE C AT U R, GE O R G I A

NO R A LI S A WY S O N G
SA N AN T O N I O, TE X A S

SA M A N T H A XAY M O U N T RY
AR L E TA, CA L I F O R N I A

* D E C E A S E D
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Re c i p i e n t s o fR o c k e f e l l erB rothers Fund 
Fe l l o w s h i p s f o rMinority Students 
Entering theTeaching Pro f e s s i o n

Of the 150 men and women thus far awarded fellowships, 89 are currently teaching in schools 
across the country. An additional 49 Fellows are, for the most part, on their way to becoming 

classroom teachers. Twelve Fellows have left the program, but still maintain an interest in education. 
(Michael Brox, who died tragically in a car accident, was replaced by another Fellow.)



The following summer, with the help of stip-ends of
up to $2,500, Fellows engaged in self-selected projects,
lasting about seven weeks, that were related to teaching.
During the summer and through their senior years,
Fellows were supervised by mentors of their own choos-
ing who received stipends of $1,500 and who provided
guidance on teaching as a career.
PR O F E S S I O N A L DE V E L O P M E N T. Upon graduation with a
b a c h e l o r’s degree and acceptance into a one- or two-year
graduate teacher preparation program, Fellows were
a w a rded stipends of $6,000 a year for full-time gradu-
ate work.
TE A C H I N G. Fellows who had completed their m a s t e r’s
degrees and had begun their work as certified classroom
teachers in public schools were assisted with loan repay-
ments of up to $1,200 annually for up to three years of
continuous teaching.
LEADERSHIP. Starting in 1998, Fellows who had com-
pleted three years of classroom teaching or its equivalent
were eligible to apply for a three-year Program for
Educational Leadership. Leadership Fellows were
awarded up to $16,500 in grants to conduct projects for
educational change and to participate in leadership
development activities. They also received personal com-
puters and Internet access assistance. Assigned mentors,
paid by the Fund, provided guidance and encourage-
ment.

Fellows were also brought together regularly as a
group, meeting as cohorts every two years in August and
twice a year as participants in the leadership program.

POTENTIAL BARRIERS TO SUCCESS

As the fellowship program unfolded and as Fellows
p ro g ressed from their undergraduate years
through their entry into the teaching profession,

the Fund learned a great deal about the barriers that
could stand in the way of efforts to increase the numbers
of minority teachers of high quality.
BARRIERS IN RECRUITMENT. All of the students who were
awarded fellowships were qualified to enter higher pay-
ing and more prestigious professions than teaching.
Deciding instead to become public school teachers
required courage and independence. As a career, school
teaching was not highly ranked by either faculty or stu-
dents on the selective liberal arts campuses from which
most of the students were recruited. Not only did the
Fellows lack encouragement from within their colleges,
but even their parents often discouraged them from
becoming teachers, now that other professions are open
to minorities. Ironically, mothers who were long-time
classroom teachers themselves occasionally discouraged
their daughters from following in their footsteps. Parents
remembered when teaching was practically the only pro-
fessional option available to minority women, and they
now felt their daughters should take advantage of wider
horizons and increased opportunities.

FINANCIAL BARRIERS. Once they decided to enter the
teaching profession, Fellows faced financial barriers.
Some had graduated from college already in debt for
their undergraduate education. Some, despite extensive
assistance from the RBF fellowship and other scholar-
ships, still could not afford the tuition at the graduate
school of their choice. Many came from large families of
modest means and so could not count on financial sup-
port from parents. In fact, the Fellows themselves were
often called upon to provide financial assistance to other
members of their families. As a result, Fellows were
sometimes forced to combine graduate school with
employment or to defer graduate school in order to take
a job. One Fellow, attending the Harvard Graduate
School of Education, wrote, “I’ve had to sacrifice much
for this program, even to the extent of being a live-in
nanny to save room and board costs.”
GR A D U AT E SC H O O L BA R R I E R S. Not only was the financing
of graduate work a formidable barr i e r, but the applica-
tion process itself often posed problems. Many of the

Fellows were first-generation college students, and grad-
uate school had not been part of their plans. Although
they had experienced academic success in college, they
e x p ressed doubts about being “grad school material.”
“If it weren't for this program, I would not have gone to
graduate school,” wrote a Fellow now teaching high
school in Brooklyn. “I would have been working and not
have even looked at the teaching profession, although I
feel that this is my destiny.” As undergraduates, Fellows
lacked information about how to apply, where to apply,
and what to expect. Even their college advisors knew
very little about graduate schools of education, require-
ments for teacher certification, and state licensing. Once
enrolled in graduate programs, Fellows found themselves
among a tiny minority of students of color, sometimes far
f rom home, and almost always lonely. If they demon-
strated a particular aptitude for academic theory or
re s e a rch, they were likely to be pre s s u red to enter a
doctoral program rather than a public school classroom.

Fe llows hips for
M ino r i t y Stud ent s

Enter i ng the
Teachi n g Professio n

About the Pro g r a m
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H E D E C I S I O N T O C O N T I N U E T H E RO C K E F E L L E R

B rothers Fund’s Fellowships for Minority

Students Entering the Teaching Pro f e s s i o n

p rovides an opportunity to review and pos-

sibly to modify aspects of the pro g r a m ’s stru c t u re. This

e s s a y, however, re c o rds and reflects on the pro g r a m ’s

basic design and the lessons learned during its first six

years of re c ru i t m e n t .

PROGRAM DESIGN

The fellowship program was designed to enable par-

ticipants to gain the qualifications and experience neces-

s a ry to ensure their success in teaching careers. It was

s t ru c t u red to offer a succession of awards and incentives,

and to provide several critical kinds of support – financial

assistance, mentoring, and peer reinforcement – along

the way. The program was divided into four phases:

RE C R U I T M E N T. Twenty-five outstanding minority college

juniors majoring in the arts and sciences were chosen

each spring as Fellows, drawn from a pool of nominees

submitted by selected colleges and universities. Students

who applied for the program were first screened by a

committee within their institutions; each institution

could nominate up to three candidates. The Fund

s c reened applications, and finalists were then interviewed

at the Fund’s offices by a committee of educators a n d

judged on the basis of criteria indicating their potential to

become good teachers. Selection was based on standards

of quality rather than considerations of financial need.

BY CAROLINE ZINSSER

FORMER PROGRAM OFFICER

ROCKEFELLER BROTHERS FUND

(Above) Alison McKenzie, River East Elementary School, 
New York, New York



how to apply. Lists of top-ranked programs, timetables for
admission, and information about state licensing and cre-
d e n t i a l ing were made available at the workshop. The Fund
also wrote to schools of education for materials that could
be displayed at the annual workshops and asked that
re c ruitment information be sent directly to the Fellows. This
o u t reach was particularly effective in helping Fellows re a l-
ize that prestigious graduate schools would welcome their
applications. Once Fellows had entered graduate school,
they were invited to meet with new Fellows at subsequent
summer workshops. Returning Fellows made pre s e n t a t i o n s
on various aspects of their graduate school experiences and
set up counseling stations to offer one-on-one advice about
specific university programs. Hearing other minority stu-
dents describe their graduate school experiences was
t remendously reassuring to underg r a d u a t e s .
SU P P O RT I N G BE G I N N I N G TE A C H E R S. Beginning teachers were
also invited back to summer workshops attended by incom-
ing Fellows and by those in graduate school, following a
p a t t e rn of having cohorts re t u rn at two-year intervals. Ti m e
was allotted at each workshop for new teachers to meet
separately and compare their experiences. They were also
asked to pre p a re a presentation for the Fellows still 
in graduate school on how to find a job in teaching 

and what to expect 
as a beginner. The
Fund also set up
computer networks
for each cohort of
Fellows as well as
for the group as a
whole. This prom o t-
ed the e x c h a n g e of
i n f o rmation about

teaching, job searches, and the challenges of being a
minority teacher. After three years of teaching, Fellows
w e re eligible to apply for the Program for Educational
Leadership. 
PR O V I D I N G CO N T I N U I N G SU P P O RT. When fellowship can-
d idates were first brought to the Fund’s offices for per-
sonal interviews, the educators who questioned them
looked for students who showed dedication to the goal of
teaching and determination to succeed. Nevert h e l e s s ,
Fellows were subject to self-doubt and lack of confidence.
“At times I feel alone and almost crazy,” wrote one,

“because I believe in something that others usually belittle
and talk down.” To counteract these fears, the pro g r a m
o ff e red continual encouragement. Fellows were re p e a t e d l y
given the opportunity to meet adults who were eager to help
them. The RBF staff was always on call for assistance and
developed ongoing friendships with many of the Fellows.
The most valuable support, however, came from other
Fellows. The summer workshops, where Fellows met each
other repeatedly face-to-face, provided a basis for friendship
and trust and resulted in a prized and reassuring solidarity.

TH E VA L U E O F MI N O R I T Y TE A C H E R S

As Fellows moved into public school classrooms, they
w e re asked to fill out brief questionnaires about their
teaching experiences. Although the Fund had its

own opinions about the value of increasing the number of
minority teachers in public schools, staff wanted to know
how the Fellows viewed themselves. When asked what they
c o n s i d e red their “greatest strengths” in the classro o m ,
Fellows most often focused on the quality of their re l a t i o n-
ship to their students. The Fellows had attended outstand-
ing graduate programs in education and were thoro u g h l y
g rounded in pedagogy, subject matter, and curriculum, yet
they did not cite these as their areas of “greatest stre n g t h . ”
Instead, they attributed their success to their abilities to
understand the students they teach – “relating,” “analyz-
ing,” “helping,” “developing,” and “believing in each
child.” Although no comparable data exist for other
teachers, it seems clear that the Fellows’ responses re f l e c t
a particular set of values they bring to the classro o m.

S u r p r i s i n g l y, the second most common answer to the
question about strengths was “patience.” This may re f l e c t
the difficulties that Fellows, eager to effect change, have
e n c o u n t e red in their schools. As young, beginning teachers
who also described themselves as having “energ y,” “enthusi-
asm,” and “lots of ideas,” they may be particularly aware of
how much patience is re q u i red to adjust to the realities of their
school settings. It may also be that they view patience as a
n e c e s s a ry underpinning of teaching in today’s classro o m s ,
along with the “dedication,” “caring,” “empathy,” “flexibili-
t y,” and “giving of myself” which they mentioned as well.

A number of the Fellows answered in a way that one
hopes could be true for all teachers every w h e re. They wro t e
that their greatest strength was simply “loving what I do.” ■

EM P L O Y M E N T BA R R I E R S. Though certified by their gradu-
ate programs and licensed to teach, some Fellows found
that the supposed demand for minority teachers 
did not always translate into actual job offers. A
Mississippian described being rejected by school districts
that “claimed that they are in desperate need of 'young
black males’ as teachers and role models.” Others found
themselves assigned not to schools of their choice, where
students were minorities, but to predominantly white
schools that were under mandate to integrate their teach-
ing staffs. Almost always, Fellows found themselves con-
f ronted with the complexities of racial issues as played out
in school and community politics.

ST R AT E G I E S T H AT WO R K E D

The design of the fellowship program serv e d
remarkably well in helping participants to over-
come most of these potential barriers to becoming

public school teachers. The Fund also made impro v e-
ments in program design as the years pro g ressed, based
on continuous feedback t h rough reflective discussions
with participants and written evaluations. 

EF F E C T I V E RE C R U I T I N G ST R AT E G I E S. F rom the start it was
evident that posting notices on a college bulletin board
would not be sufficient. Successful re c ruiting depended
upon sympathetic college faculty or staff who would
actively reach out to students and urge them to apply to the
p rogram. Over the years, institutional ties were stre n g t h-
ened, and a core group of people at each college – those w h o
acted as liaisons and mentors, as well as others committed to
i m p roving public education – began to see the program as
an important opportunity to encourage and support teach-
ing as a care e r. Fellows were given book bags labeled “RBF
Fellows,” and this raised campus visibility for the pro g r a m .
In some colleges, likely candidates were spotted in their
f reshman or sophomore years and told of the opport u n i t y
to apply when they became juniors. The Rockefeller name
re a s s u red parents that children had been honored for
choosing teaching as a care e r, and the RBF’s eff o rts to pub-
licize the Fellows in their hometown newspapers gratified
p a rents as well. At the Fellows’ suggestion, the Fund began
to issue certificates that could be framed, and this simple
device served to mark students’ entrance into the pro g r a m
in a more formal and meaningful way.

AD D R E S S I N G FI N A N C I A L PR O B L E M S. As mentioned above, a
series of grants supported Fellows at each step on their way
to success. During the summer between their junior and
senior years, they received a stipend of up to $2,500 to take
the place of earnings from what might otherwise have been
routine summer jobs and to enable them instead to explore
the field of education through projects of their choice.
During graduate school, the Fund supported Fellows with
stipends each semester, totaling $6,000 to $9,000. Once
they entered the classroom as teachers, Fellows received up
to $1,200 each year in educational loan repayment (70
p e rcent of Fellows had received such loans) for their first
t h ree years of service. Fellows were regularly supplied at
workshops and by mail with information about graduate
school scholarships, and 73 percent received financial aid
in addition to their loans and fellowship stipends. (Some
of the scholarships awarded by the Harv a rd Graduate

School of Education were made possible by a separate
grant from the Fund to supp o rt minority students.)
P rogram deferrals, when requested for financial re a s o n s ,
w e re always granted.
GR A D U AT E SC H O O L SU C C E S S. A primary responsibility of
mentors was to assist Fellows in choosing and applying to
graduate schools. Mentors were instructed to encourage
students to apply to several universities and to make sure
that applications were completed and mailed on time.
Since the Fellows themselves had selected their mentors,
these were adults with whom students had already estab-
lished positive relationships and to whom they could fre e l y
t u rn for much-needed advice and encouragement. During
their first summer workshop, attended by both newly
selected Fellows and their mentors, new Fellows part i c i-
pated in sessions on how to choose a graduate school and
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( F rom left) Jane I. Soo Hoo, Grazide School, Hacienda Heights,
C a l i f o rn i a

Christie Cooley, Dean Rusk Elementary S c h o o l , Atlanta, Georg i a

C rystal A. Cooper, William Ramsay Elementary School,
Alexandria, Vi rg i n a

Nadirah Moreland, Oakland Technical High School, Oakland,
C a l i f o rn i a

E d w a rd W.O. Perez, Bassett High School, La Puente, Californ i a
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