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WE’rE BaCk

you may have noticed that there was no Schepp connections last year – but this year we’re back 

in force, with a new issue brimming with moving and memorable stories of the exciting things our 

Scholars have been up to.

as you will see, many Schepp Scholars continue to demonstrate their dedication to making the world 

a better place. adie Kusserow is working with refugees from the nuban war in South Sudan, helping 

to set up desperately needed schools and clinics. Jill Jayne is working to capture kids’ attention with 

creative and engaging social media strategies in order to make headway in the war against childhood 

obesity. Barry Bley, as a long-time high school teacher and mentor, has had a lasting influence on 

the futures of many of his students. a testimony written by one of them powerfully demonstrates 

how he was there for her when she had reached a crucial turning point in her life – and helped her 

choose the right course to take. douglas Kendall remembers a mentor of his who deeply influenced 

his life more than 50 years ago.

one Scholar has overcome great personal adversity with uncomplaining grace and determination. 

Jennifer Wolski underwent serious brain surgery and, as you can see from our cover photo of her, 

is making a beautiful recovery. Meanwhile, environmentalist and law student Benjamin Fryer has 

forged an amazing connection between the Brooklyn Bridge restoration project in new york city and 

a rain forest in guatemala. read his article to find out more about this amazing program.

in this issue, you will also find a profile of Lillian Wasserman, our first cathleen Barnier Scholar. the 

Barnier Scholarship has been made possible by the extraordinary generosity of cathleen’s family and 

friends. cathleen was a Schepp Scholar from 1964 to 1966. it is gratifying to know that so many 

Scholars seek to give back to the Foundation in recognition of the impact it has had on their lives. 

you will also meet in this issue our newest trustee, Frank Poli, himself a former Schepp Scholar as 

were both of his parents. how’s that for continuity?

We have received gifts from ranging $50 to $50,000 and appreciate them all because it means we 

can (hopefully) avoid invading our endowment when providing student grants.
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recently, we have begun to reach out to Schepp Scholars with whom we have lost touch over the 

years – a daunting effort spearheaded by our tireless Kathy Smith. So far, the list is 900 and growing 

– and we intend to reconnect with every one of them

during this election year, there has been a lot of focus on what’s wrong with our country and 

what needs to be fixed. But when you read the stories of our Scholars, you will come way feeling 

encouraged about the world and the people in our Schepp community, both young and not so young, 

who have worked so hard and bettered the lives of so many. their endurance, unflagging courage and 

selflessness – as well as their many successes, large and small -- serve as an example to us all.
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Jennifer Rikert Wolski: PeaceCorps Volunteer, People’s Republic of Congo
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FiNdiNg MEaNiNg iN ThE SCarS: a SurvivOr’S MEMOir
Jennifer Wolski, Schepp Scholar 2012-2013

The florescent lights forced my gaze down onto my hospital gown.  Although the IV stuck in my hand was 

stinging, I knew I would have to get used to it. I had a rush of thoughts race through me: “I can’t believe 

this is actually happening. This kind of stuff happens to people I don’t know. This is not supposed to 

be happening to me.” A nurse entered from behind the curtain and started asking me basic questions, 

“What is your name?”

“Jennifer Wolski.”

 “Do you know what day it is?”

“May 22nd, 2012.”

“Do you know what type of procedure you are here for today?” 

“Yes, brain surgery for Chiari Malformation.”

 I pictured my family and friends who have died. I whispered in my head, “Keep me here just a bit longer.  

I’m not done yet.”  

After what seemed like hours in the prep room, two nurses came in, disconnected my heart monitor and 

unlocked my hospital bed wheels. One spoke slowly and clearly while gently smiling, “OK Jennifer, we’re 

ready to go.” My husband leaned over quickly, kissed me and told me everything was going to be fine and 

he’d see me afterward in the ICU. 

 In the operating  room, rock music was playing before the surgeon came in. I started shivering. Ironically, 

Diana Ross’s song, I will Survive was playing. Her breathy voice started the song, “first I was afraid, I was 

petrified…” I thought to myself, couldn’t they change the station? I heard the sound of a monitor rapidly 

beeping to the rate of my heart, the clanging of surgical tools on a tray and the buzzing of hair clippers 

being tested. I thanked everyone for being there and quickly spoke what I thought could be my last words. 

I told them to do a good job on me because I was a teacher. By helping me, they were potentially helping 

hundreds of others as well. The anesthesiologist leaned over me and placed a mask over my face and told 

me to take several deep breaths.  

 Suddenly, I was surprised to see the familiar dark eyes of a 9 year old African boy appear in my mind. 



Although it was over 15 years ago, seeing him brought a feeling of strength. My last thought was that I 

had made it out of more terrifying events than this and that life has shown me that I am strong.  Diana 

Ross sang on as I drifted off, “I have all my life to live, I have all my love to give, I will survive…I will 

survive…”

It began on a hot day in June 1997, although it didn’t seem hot to me because I was freezing. I took my 

temperature and found it was 102.  I turned in for the night and the next day when I awoke, I took my 

temperature again.  It read normal.  I thought I was okay until the next day when I awoke with a fever 

again. I knew this was the common fever pattern of a person with malaria.  I quickly took the drug that the 

Peace Corps issues to use in situations like these.  I was just out of college, living alone in the rainforest 

of the People’s Republic of Congo, without electricity or running water, the only white English-speaking 

woman within hundreds of kilometers and even farther from a hospital.  It had been a lifelong dream to 

serve as a Peace Corps volunteer in Africa.  I worked with the Congolese digging wells, building latrines 

and conducting an AIDS education program among other community health projects.  I expected a great 

personal challenge for the next two years of my life.  What I did not expect was that I would be back in the 

U.S. in a year’s time, having barely escaped from a war-ravaged country. 

My little neighbor, Boba, came to say goodbye to me once he heard the news that I was leaving for 

Brazzaville to see the Peace Corps doctor. Both of his parents had died when he was a baby so he ended 

up living with his aunt and uncle. He was always a “nsana” -- an orphan.  From the first day I arrived in my 

village after 3 months of training, Boba was my confidant and cultural interpreter. He would spend long 

hours at my house, curiously touching my western items and asking me what they were: “Ya ke yinki?”  In 

exchange for a meal, he would help me learn Kituba, the local language. People in the village would ask 

me where my son was when I walked to the market alone. I smiled, knowing who they were talking about.  

They laughed, clearly acknowledging the difference in our skin color.  Still, it made me feel more tied to 

Congolese life. Soon, I was contemplating the idea of actually adopting Boba.

I planned on returning from Brazzaville the following week.  Boba and my neighbors waved me off as I 

climbed into the back of a small pickup truck filled with other Congolese who were holding their bundles 

of bushmeat and belongings.  I often wonder what I might have said to my village friends and Boba if I had 

known at that moment that I would never return and never learn what happened to them. 

The slow, muddy, three-day long truck ride through the rainforest left my stomach uneasy.  On arriving 

6



7

in Brazzaville, I bumped into a Peace Corps grounds keeper and he informed me that the doctor was in 

Kenya and would return the next day.  I had previously made plans to see my friend James, a Portuguese 

expatriate who lived and worked as a commercial storeowner in Congo.  James and I agreed to meet in 

front of a nearby hotel that afternoon at 2 o’clock.

Although I was walking along a major street in town, it was almost empty of people and strangely quiet. As 

I turned the corner to the hotel, I saw James.  Moments after we exchanged greetings, we heard a whirring 

sound like that of a bulldozer.  It started to drown out our speech.  When the vehicle came into sight, we 

saw that it was a tank headed our way. We stepped back under the awning of the hotel while the tank 

rolled by, gun pointed forward toward its destination down the street   “That’s not good,” James said once 

the tank was far away enough for me to hear him.  “Come, I know somewhere nearby that we can go.”  

 

He grabbed my arm and we hurried down an alley between some small buildings.  Just then, a Congolese 

soldier stepped out from a corner in the alley, his gun pointed at us. “Arrette!” he said.  Stop! We did so 

and James quickly explained that we were headed to a friend’s apartment above an electronics shop. 

I stared at the end of the gun pointed at us and tried to not appear frightened. The soldier said that all 

civilians had to stay in their homes and not go out in the streets. As my friend explained that we were not 

aware of this order, the soldier looked at James’ pockets, then glanced up at his face.  James removed all 

the currency from his pocket and placed it in the soldier’s open palm.  The soldier stepped aside to let us 

continue on through the alley, stating that we would be in trouble if he saw us again. 

We quickened our pace without speaking to one another.  In the distance, the sound of machine guns 

popping like firecrackers made us run.  When we came to a two-story building, James said, “This is it.  I 

hope Sebastian is here.”  We hurried up the stairs and James pounded on the door while calling out to 

his friend.  Sebastian opened the door, surprised to find us there.  We exchanged introductions quickly 

as he asked us to help him pull down the blinds in the apartment and lock the doors and windows.  The 

three of us nervously looked at one another. We knew we were about to be together for a while in this 

apartment. We placed the mattresses on the floor away from the windows as a precaution against stray 

bullets in the night.  

Four days later, the fighting had escalated to a full-fledged coup.  Rebel soldiers flooded the streets with 

blasts of machine gun fire and handmade bombs.  Wearing only street clothing, they ran about shouting 

in Lingala, a local dialect from the northern part of the country which I didn’t speak. The only thing I could 
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understand was the chaos in their voices. They carried their rifles in one hand and often bottles of alcohol 

in the other.  When we heard the rebels walking up the stairs to the back of the apartment, Sebastian said, 

“Quick!  If they see you, they will rape you or worse!”  We moved as quietly as possible into the bathroom.  

James told me to sit on the floor of a small closet and covered me with dirty laundry from a hamper.  He 

spoke quickly in a hushed tone: “Do not come out. Do not open this door until I come for you.  No matter 

what you hear, do not move.”

The next sounds I heard were of rebel soldiers entering the apartment and demanding food, drink and 

cigarettes.  It had been four days and nights of fighting and if the soldiers were to eat, they had to loot 

nearby apartments.  I heard the men walk through each room in the apartment. When they passed 

through the bathroom to get to the adjoining bedroom, I stayed still as instructed and prayed. My heart 

was pounding in my ears. The soldiers grabbed a few valuables and again passed through the bathroom 

to leave the apartment. Then there was silence. I opened my eyes for the first time since being hidden in 

the closet. I heard only mortar rounds blasting somewhere in the distance of the city. 

After what seemed like an hour, James opened the closet door. “We need to get you out of here before 

something else happens,” he said. To my surprise, Sebastian handed me an old cell phone.  I dialed the 

Peace Corps headquarters number that was on my travel documents.  I recognized the voice immediately.  

It was Chris, the Peace Corps Director in the Congo. 

“Where are you Jenny?  We sent a caravan up north to evacuate volunteers through the Gabonese border 

and they radioed back that you weren’t at your post.”

With more blasts nearby, he quickly realized where I was.

 I told him my location and he had the embassy contact me.  Within minutes, a black embassy car pulled 

up in front of the apartment, escorted by two jeeps with U.S. Marines. There was a knock on the door. One 

soldier grabbed my bag while two others helped me down the stairs and, under a cover of fire, into the 

embassy car.  The door slammed and a man in a suit inside the car shouted to the driver, “Go, go, go!” I 

looked back at the apartment, knowing my Portuguese friends could not be rescued until all Americans 

were evacuated from the country.  I frantically prayed for their safety. A part of me was still back there in 

that apartment, and, as I realized years later, always will be. 



The ride to the Embassy was quick and the surrounding area was eerily quiet compared to the apartment. 

Embassy workers rushed around the embassy quarters. A man in camouflage entered the room I was put 

in and said: “It looks like you need medical attention.” Only then did I realize that I was bleeding. I looked 

under my shirt and found a wound about the size of a dime. Could I have been shot when escaping the 

apartment?  I replay the events again in my head, but can’t recall ever feeling it happen.  That proved to 

me how much adrenaline was cursing through me  during those four days and nights. An embassy doctor 

treated my wound, which he said was a “lucky grazing,” and gave me a few pills for the malaria.

Within an hour, I was escorted out of the room with my backpack and into a white armored Land Rover 

crowded with embassy wives and children. The doors closed and I asked where we were headed.  One wife 

answered: “The airport.  They’re taking us across the river to Zaire.”  

“Zaire?  Isn’t it unsafe over there?” I asked.  It was common knowledge that Zaire had also been going 

through a revolution for the past two weeks.  

“No, now they’re more stable than over here,” another official’s wife replied.  

The driver of the armored car headed toward the airport.  Whenever we reached a roadblock of soldiers, 

he would execute a frantic three point turn and head back down the road, searching for another route.  

This happened several times before a wife in the car started to panic. Then the children began to cry. At 

one point, the car stopped.  There was a long trail of women, children and elders travelling on foot out of 

Brazzaville along the railroad tracks, carrying bundles with all of their belongings on their heads.  Taken 

aback, the Congolese driver exclaimed in French, “What is this?  Rwanda?”   We were watching the first 

wave of Congolese leave their homes. They would live in refugee camps for years to come. Later, I would 

see photos of the exodus in magazines. I would look for Boba in the sea of faces and in some small way feel 

a sense of what they were going through. I was experiencing my own displacement from the life I thought I 

should be living.

When we finally made it to the airport, an American pilot came through the glass doors from the runway and 

asked us to follow him.  We were lead to a small 4-seater propeller airplane.  The pilot lifted the children 

into the back of the plane where the seats had been torn out to fit more people. There were 8 of us. More 

explosions and machine gun pops came from the other side of the airport. The plane lifted off the ground. I 

looked back and saw men running out from the bushes at the end of the runway, shooting.  I could see the 
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red tracers flying directly toward us and then arcing down as the plane climbed. The sun was setting over 

Brazzaville through the smoke. I thought of James and Sebastian still in the apartment. I thought of Boba. 

I thought this is not how I planned my Peace Corps service to turn out.

At the airport on the other side of the Congo River stood an enormous plane.  It was Air Force II, the old 

Air Force One in which John Kennedy’s body had been flown from Dallas to Washington and Lynden 

Johnson sworn in as president. I soon learned that Bill Richardson, who was then the newly appointed 

US Ambassador to the United Nations, was meeting with the new leader of Zaire to help the country 

establish a democracy. I was on Air Force II the next morning with Bill Richardson, headed back to the 

United States.  It was an honor, but also a distressing moment for me.  I didn’t want to leave Africa. I 

thought about my job, about Boba, about my belongings back in the house where my life was supposed 

to be unfolding.   

On returning to the U.S., I discovered that finding a new direction would be harder than I thought. I was 

now isolated in another way. It was like being a soldier returning from war. I developed PTSD and would 

experience panic attacks for the following ten years. Every Christmas, I wrote letters to the Congo, hoping 

I would get a letter in return from Boba’s family. After several years without any word, I stopped writing 

but Boba always remained with me. I was now looking for a career that would bring me closer to him. 

Teaching was the obvious choice.

After getting married and earning my masters degree in special education, my husband and I moved 

from upstate New York to Maui. For the past 8 years, we have been teachers at a public high school. 

My students have mild learning disabilities as well as behavioral challenges. I have the opportunity to 

get to know them and their families well because I advocate for them, making sure they receive what 

they need to be successful in school. I spend hours after school talking with the parents. I make the 

students cupcakes for their birthdays and continue to be involved in their lives after they graduate. Our 

refrigerator is covered with pictures of our students over the years. When other teachers complain about 

pay cuts, union issues, and difficult students or parents, I have to bite my tongue.  Somehow, I have 

either developed an incredible tolerance for teacher stress or this is truly my calling. All I can feel is the 

love and appreciation the parents and students give me in return for my effort to help them. I see that not 

everything in life has to turn out the way you planned in order for you to find fulfillment. 

Like the Congolese, my current students also experience poverty, discrimination, racism, and forms of 



oppression in their lives. Sometimes they feel as if there is no hope and that is when I have the opportunity 

to show them they are not alone. Many times, looking into my students’ eyes, I think I see Boba looking 

back at me. He was my son. Not of my flesh and blood, but the closest I have ever come.  There is a word 

for it in the Hawaiian language: “hanai.”  It means to take into your care someone else’s child and raise 

them either physically or spiritually as if they were your own.  Boba was my first hanai son.  Since Boba, I 

have had several other hanai children in Hawaii, but I often think of him and wonder if he is still alive.  If 

he survived the coup in 1997, he would be about 30 years old, most likely with a family of his own. I dream 

of returning one day and finding him. I am also afraid to learn that his luck was not as good as mine. But 

Boba was a survivor like me. Somewhere in my heart, I can feel him alive and well, smiling proudly as his 

own children play in the clay dirt under the forest canopy and sing songs in the early morning sun.

Then two years ago, I suddenly experienced a vertigo attack and muscle twitches all over my body. I 

knew something was seriously wrong. I was plagued with dizziness, extreme fatigue, headaches, head 

fog, muscle weakness, trouble breathing, trouble swallowing, and problems with coordination and vision.  

My life suddenly stopped. An MRI showed that I had Chiari Malformation. Chiari Malformation is a rare 

genetic malformation of the brain that is sometimes, but not always, apparent at birth. It is characterized 

by abnormalities in the area where the brain and spinal cord meet that cause part of the cerebellum 

to protrude through the bottom of the skull into the spinal canal. Everything the cerebellum does is 

compromised. My cerebellum had descended 13 millimeters into my spinal column, rendering whiplash 

or a bad fall potentially fatal at worst, disabling at best. Some people with Chiari Malformation become 

paralyzed over time. Others are disabled by simply having chronic symptoms, making a normal life 

impossible. For me at 37, it infected my whole world and my plans for the future.  The symptoms stopped 

me from doing everything – travelling on my own, playing sports, climbing stairs without feeling winded, 

and planning to have children.  They even made it hard to put the cap back on a toothpaste tube because 

my motor coordination was compromised. My husband would say: “At least you’re alive.”  But what good 

is a life if you’re lying in bed for most of it, no good to anyone, including yourself? Again I thought, this 

wasn’t supposed to happen.

I mustered as much strength as I could to go to work every day, only to crash on my bed right after school 

and all weekend long.  I wasn’t the only one frustrated.  My husband, students and colleagues couldn’t 

help me and look puzzled when I told them that I didn’t feel well enough to leave the house, make dinner 

or sit in a meeting.  To make them even more puzzled, on the outside, I didn’t look sick.  When I first 

started suffering from Chiari, the option of brain surgery was horrifying to me. The idea of my skull being 
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opened, my brain being tampered with, a metal plate replacing the back of my skull, and the risks involved 

made it my absolute last resort.  And there were no guarantees that it would make me better.  That feeling 

slowly faded as the months turned into years and I found very little relief with less invasive treatments.  

Once I realized that the choice I had to make was about the quality of life over the fear of death, I relaxed 

into the idea of brain surgery.  I always tell my students that you regret the things in life that you don’t do.  

Sometimes taking a risk is the only thing between you and the life you’re meant to live.

But looking back on the past two years of debilitating symptoms, I realized that it came with gifts as well 

as suffering. With a chronic illness, you need to have something to live for. My will to live came from 

teaching. I only got out of bed for my students. I believe they knew this. I shared with them my experience 

with Chiari and we learned together that every day is a gift. But the best gift was watching my students’ 

compassion and wisdom grow. I got a letter from a student that I now keep by my bed. It reads:

“Today ,it most likely doesn’t make much sense but I hope that every choice you make takes you on an 

unforgettable journey and takes you where you want to go.  If it doesn’t take you where you want, it will 

take you where you need to go.  If you have taught me anything it is to let life take its course and always 

make the best out of a bad situation.  I believe that one day you will get better and that you will never have 

to worry again but until that day comes, I hope for the best and I know you will be strong.” 

I woke from surgery with a sore throat and a stiff neck, but glad to be alive. I spent 3 days in the ICU and 

one day in the regular neuro ward. I had 24 staples up the back of my shaven head. Learning to walk, 

dress and bathe myself again was an adventure, one my husband, my nurses and I approached with a 

sense of humor and also with a sense of reverence for the risk just taken. I have good days and bad days, 

but overall I should see slow improvement within the next year. My newly decompressed cerebellum 

needs to grow new nerve endings to allow me to navigate properly in the world. If it weren’t for my Peace 

Corps experience and for my students believing in me, I would never have had the strength to survive my 

current health struggle.  Now I know that I will strive to be well not out of the fear of disability, but out of 

the joy of living.  It remains to be seen whether Chiari will continue to be a part of my life or this is the end 

of the lessons it has taught me. 

I daydream of an alternate reality in which I wasn’t evacuated from the Congo, wasn’t living on Maui, and 

never had Chiari Malformation. I might have stayed in Africa doing relief work for several years with Boba 

and eventually settled down back in the States and had children of my own. Perhaps right now I’d be 
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making cupcakes for my own children’s birthdays instead of someone else’s. But experiencing suffering 

and loss is not the worst thing that can happen. The worst thing that can happen is living a life without 

passion. It is through passion that you find beauty in misfortune, if you look closely enough.

As I sit at the water’s edge on Maui, I allow the small waves to wash over my feet. The sun breaks through 

a cloud over Lanai in the distance, forming a silver lining where island and water meet. I run my fingers 

along the length of the back of my head and neck, feeling the surgical scar and the metal plate that has 

replaced my skull base. A thin, tan boy about 9 years old appears from the water carrying a surfboard.  

Our eyes meet and I smile. I motion him over and ask him how the waves were. He sits on the sand beside 

me and notices the scar under my arm where the bullet grazed me. “I was in a war in Africa,” I explain. 

His eyes widen and his smile of disbelief and interest encourage me to continue.  Soon, I am showing him 

the scar on the back of my head and telling him about the brain surgery.  In seeing the boy’s interest, I 

realize that, although I have experienced hardship and misfortune, I am still here to tell the stories. Maybe 

it’s not the story I had planned -- maybe it’s better. The little surfer flatly states while looking at my scars: 

“Wow, you’re kinda messed up.”  I laugh heartily. “Well, you may be right. But I love my scars.” 

Jennifer Rikert Wolski, PeaceCorps Volunteer, three months after surgery.
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MEET LiLLiaN WaSSErMaN, Our FirST CaThLEEN BarNiEr SChOLar
Schepp Scholar 2012-2013
Student, Silberman School of Social Work at hunter college, MSW

In the last issue of Schepp Connections, we announced the Leopold Schepp Foundation’s first endowed 

scholarship—The Cathleen Fitzgerald Barnier Scholarship Fund. This fund is the result of the extraordinary 

generosity of the family and friends of Cathleen Barnier, a Schepp Scholar from 1964 to 1966.  Cathleen 

received a Master’s Degree in Social Work from Smith College and continued her studies at the Yale 

School of Management and the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth College.  She devoted 46 years of 

her life to promoting equality and the worth and dignity of all people.  As the CEO of Goodwill Industries 

of the Redwood Empire, she worked to remove the barriers and solve the inequalities and injustices that 

exist in society.  

Lillian Wasserman, the first Cathleen Barnier Scholar, was selected this year.  She is enrolled at the Hunter 

College Silberman School of Social Work and will complete the requirements for her Master’s Degree in 

Clinical Social Work in 2013.  Lillian has   worked with student veterans at Bronx Community College 

and with children on the psychiatric ward of St. Vincent’s Hospital. She has also volunteered at Holy 

Apostles Soup Kitchen and as a visitor to the homebound elderly.  She currently works for the Leadership 

Program facilitating after school programs for at-risk youth in grades 1st through 8th and is completing 

her internship counseling city union workers as part of her degree.

After receiving notification of her award, she wrote the following:

“It is with great humility and gratitude that I am writing this thank-you letter.  I am truly honored to be 

receiving the first Cathleen Fitzgerald Barnier Scholarship from the Leopold Schepp Foundation and the 

Barnier family….Reading about Cathleen’s many achievements in the field inspires me to continue on 

my quest to help individuals and communities in New York City.  As I dive deeper into my studies, I am 

encouraged by the long line of incredible people such a Cathleen, who have devoted their lives to making 

social work the dynamic profession it is today.  Her career supporting and providing opportunities to 

families through non-profit work is extraordinary, and I hope to follow her example by living a life focused 

on social responsibility and promoting positive change in the lives of those who are challenged daily by 

their circumstances… I have big plans, plans that are now clearer than ever thanks to your support.”

Congratulations Lillian and a huge thank you to Bill Barnier, Anne Fitzgerald and their friends who created 

the Cathleen Fitzgerald Barnier Fund!



Adrie Kusserow preparing to clean ELI Office with Nupa refugee boys
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SOuTh SudaN: ThE War agaiNST ThE NuBa  
adrie Kusserow, Schepp Scholar 1989-1991

Adrie Kusserow received her PhD from Harvard University and is a professor of anthropology at Saint 

Michael’s College in Vermont.  She is a cultural anthropologist with special interests in refugees, social 

inequalities, poverty, anthropology of religion, culture, illness and healing, social class, ethnographic 

poetry and anthropology of the child.  Adrie is one of the founding members of Africa ELI (www.africaeli.

org), an organization whose objective is to educate young women in South Sudan.  Her second book of 

poems entitled REFUGE is coming out this spring from BOA Editions, Ltd. as part of their New American 

Poets Series.  The following is an article she wrote after a recent trip to South Sudan:

“She was digging a hole for the “white ants” she hoped to eat when the bomb exploded, killing her.” says 

Colin Nelson an advisor for Africa ELI.  We pass through the gate, bidding farewell to the night guard, 

Taban, who, wielding a bow and arrow, locks up after us. As the sun sets, garbage fires start to burn out 

in the dusty, red clay road lined with shacks made of twigs, bamboo and bits of sheet metal. We hear an 

explosion from afar and then oddly enough cheering. This is a good sound I learn, because down the road 

they are de-mining. Another bomb has been found and detonated. An NGO Land Rover rips by violently.  

Like Mars, really, this town emerging from fire and war. Not the words I would like to describe the scene, 

but welcome to South Sudan, the newest country on planet earth, where girls say they need to learn to be 

good diggers, so they can find or plant seeds when there is no food.  Nuba refugees, having walked for 

20 days from the bombed caves of the Nuba Mountains, now sleep 17 to a room, eat leaves and pray for 

one more term of school fees to be paid.  

I am here with the Africa Education and Leadership Initiative: Bridging Gender Gaps Through Education 

(www.africaeli.org).  Along the grungy frontier town, part Wild West, part African bush, I steer toward the 

outside edge of the road so I don’t get nailed by a bike or motorcycle, part of the sixth sense I’ve developed 

while working in South Sudan since 2007. Later that day, over a beer, I sit with Thomas Amin, a former 

child soldier in the red army who has fought in the war most of his life. His cell phone rings constantly, 

with desperate pleas from Nuba boys and girls who have survived the journey from the bombed shells of 

Nuba caves to Yida refugee camp or Juba, the capital of South Sudan. Many of them hitched rides on the 

backs of military convoys or barges down the Nile. Thomas is the “war orphan man” in Yei, trying to find 

schools that will take Nuba refugees. 
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South Sudan is mainly inhabited by Christian black Africans, the north by Muslims of mixed African and 

Arab blood. Since 1989 the north has been waging a vicious fight against the SPLA, the southern rebel 

group and more recently against rebels in Darfur. The conflict has killed more than 2 million people. In 

2005, South Sudan signed a comprehensive peace agreement with the north and voted overwhelmingly 

to secede, but still the north/south border is brutally contested and tribalism, cattle thieving and aerial 

bombings from the north continue in the border provinces. The south contains two thirds of the Sudanese 

oil fields which the north wants. Combine this with whole generations growing up in refugee camps, 

tribalism, slavery, bombings, scattered families and starvation.  It is no wonder that the country has no 

infrastructure, no education, and no jobs. 

I first came here in 2008 to celebrate the opening of a girl’s secondary school. The school was 

conceptualized and built by my husband and the Lost Boys of Sudan in Vermont after winning a World 

Bank grant. The idea for a school came after a trip to a Sudanese refugee camp in Uganda, where it was 

hard to escape the resounding cry for education embedded in each life history we took. “Education is 

my mother and my father” was a mantra heard over and over. The first girls will graduate in September. 

Money is very scarce, the bombings in the Nuba Mountains are forcing youth to run south and it’s time 

to start fundraising again.

Nuba Mountain Education Scholarship Trust (NEST)
The most recent wave of genocidal activity by the north has now moved from Darfur to the Nuba Mountains, 

where Sudan began its brutal counterinsurgency campaign just over a year ago.  Terrorized by Antonov 

bombers and MIG warplanes, the people of the Nuba Mountains now hide in caves, cut off from all food 

shipments and humanitarian aid. The Nuba are rapidly dying, living on leaves, beetles and wild roots 

since farming has become impossible.  I went to Yei specifically to interview the Nuba boys and a handful 

of girls who had survived the treacherous journey out of the Nuba Mountains and were hoping for a 

chance for an education in the very southern part of the country. Africa ELI was now sponsoring some of 

them in our very own schools.  Most of the boys I interviewed fled after the  bombings and left many dead 

on the way, describing swelling legs, disease and drinking from swamps These were the “lucky” ones that 

managed to join a military cargo truck or a boat down the Nile after reaching a border town or one of the 

now swelling refugee camps. In Juba and Yida (a refugee camp), they heard there were schools that might 

take them, and that led them to Yei, home of Africa ELI and a now growing population of young Nuba 

refugees desperate for food, shelter and school. Needless to say girls are not allowed to try the journey, 

but some fled when bombs dropped and their families scattered and they “just ran and ran”.  A deeply 
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Christian people, I was struck by their profound belief and commitment to God despite the atrocities they 

had been through.

Since there was no money for food or shelter, some described still eating grass and hating the “foreign 

diseases” (like malaria) they were now subject to. According to Colin, these refugees are some of the 

hardest working students. With Colin’s help, we set up an account at the Martha Health Clinic for all the 

Nuba boys and girls we sponsored that would enable them to get some basic medical care.  NEST is a 

fund that will cover basic school fees for Nuba war orphans while they try and survive in the town of Yei. 

Needless to say, girls are the most precarious and vulnerable here, and the hope is that some of them can 

live at the Yei Girls and Mukaya boarding schools instead of having to resort to prostitution. 

girls rising Campaign
Girls and young women’s access to education has been proven to be one of the most important factors 

influencing economic empowerment for women in developing countries. A girl who goes to and stays 

in school will more likely be able to dodge early marriage and death in early childbirth, have fewer and 

healthier children, make more money, avoid HIV, and suffer less domestic abuse. South Sudan has one 

of the lowest education access and graduation rates for girls and young women in the world. In Sudan, a 

girl has a greater chance of dying in childbirth than graduating from high school. Almost 80% of women 

are illiterate. The Girl Effect is perhaps the best investment in the future this globe can make (www.

thegirleffect.org).  Africa ELI-educated girls and women will become empowered to serve as national, local 

and family leaders, engage in business enterprise, improve health practices and effectively counteract 

forces of conflict and oppression. Girls Rising Campaign is an initiative that focuses on increasing the 

enrollment and retention of girls in secondary schools in South Sudan. Take a Nuba girl, Jackline, I 

interviewed, whose story began to sound all too familiar. After her home was bombed and her family 

scattered, she ran, living on twigs, grass and bugs. She made it to the Yida refugee camp, swollen with 

disease, misery and hunger. She heard about some schools in Yei where she might be able to get her fees 

paid, so she hitched a ride with a military convoy and miraculously ended up in Yei, where a boarding 

school could mean food, shelter, education and possible medical care. I left Jackline at the center for 

Nuba war orphans where she was teaching them to sing and dance. Her school fees are paid for the 

following semester, but I worry about finding money for the semester after that.

 



POEM By adriE kuSSErOW
Skull Trees, South Sudan
Reprinted from THE BEST AMERICAN POETRY, 2008

Arok, hiding from the Arabs in the branches of a tree, 
two weeks surviving on leaves, 
legs numb, mouth dry.
When the mosquitoes swarmed
and the bodies settled limp as petals under the trees,
he shinnied down, scooping out a mud pit with his hands 
sliding into it like a snake, 
his whole body covered except his mouth.
Perhaps  others were near him,
lying in gloves of mud, sucking bits of air through the swamp holes, 
mosquitoes biting their lips, 
but he dared not look.

What did he know of the rest of South Sudan, pockmarked with bombs,
skull trees with their necklaces of bones, 
packs of bony Lost Boys
roving like hyenas towards Ethiopia,
tongues, big as toads, swelling in their mouths. 

the sky pouring its relentless bombs of fire.   Of course they were
tempted to lie down for a moment,

under the lone tree, with its barely shade,
to rest just a little while before moving on, 

the days passing slyly, hallucinations
floating like kites above them

until the blanched bones lay scattered in a ring around the tree,
tiny ribs, skulls, hip bones  -- a tea set overturned,
as the hot winds whistled through them 
as they would anything, really,

and the sky, finally exhausted,
moving on.



Adrie Kusserow with Nuba refugee children
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a FOrEST FOr ThE BrOOkLyN BridgE
Benjamin Fryer, Schepp Scholar 2010-2013
Student, yale School of Forestry and yale Law School, MF and Jd

For almost 130 years, the Brooklyn Bridge has connected Brooklyn and Manhattan. What if it also linked 

New York City to a remote forest in Guatemala?

More than a million people walk or bike across the Brooklyn Bridge every year. The Promenade – the 

wooden walkway that weaves through the arches of the bridge’s towers and suspends the visitor above 

the East River – has achieved almost the same iconic status as the famous bridge itself. It is a setting for 

innumerable films and stories. It is the scene of marriage proposals, speeches, and protests. It inspires 

poets and fascinates photographers. 

When people on the Promenade shift their gaze from the skyline ahead or the sky above down to the 

boards beneath their feet, what do they take in? Some may simply see a strong and beautiful material on 

which to walk. The life-long New Yorker may notice the way the wood has aged over time to a soft gray-
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brown. The historically minded may see heritage – the wooden walkway, replaced every thirty years, has 

been a key element of the bridge since it was opened in 1883. What most do not know is that the wood 

they are standing on is a tropical hardwood, cut from South American rainforests.

 

You can find tropical hardwoods in infrastructure all over New York City: the Coney Island Boardwalk, park 

benches throughout the City, even as railroad ties in the subway. The widespread use of these woods has 

stirred concern, because much – if not most – tropical hardwood is of dubious origins, cut unsustainably 

and often illegally. Forests are disappearing throughout the tropics, and although cattle ranching and 

large-scale agriculture drive most of the losses, in many places timber harvesting also plays a role. 

This situation poses a difficult question for New York City: When the wood currently on the Brooklyn Bridge 

Promenade needs to be replaced about five years from now, how can the City maintain the authenticity of 

this global landmark while improving the outlook for endangered tropical forests?

The Brooklyn Bridge Forest initiative provides an answer to that question. Two organizations – an idea 

incubator called Pilot Projects and New York’s world-famous Wildlife Conservation Society – have developed 

an approach that would not only provide the durable and beautiful hardwood that the bridge will soon 

need, but would also complement New York City’s environmental goals and strengthen its position as a 

center of international cooperation. 

The concept is this: Establish a relationship between the City and a community in the tropics that has 

demonstrated that it can harvest timber sustainably while protecting the forest over the long term. New 

Yorkers and others who love the Brooklyn Bridge would be able to sponsor each of the 11,000 planks on 

the Promenade. Through their sponsorship, the project would source the next generation of planks from 

the partner community – at no cost to the City. We would recognize each sponsor by etching his or her 

signature onto a new plank on the Promenade.

The planks would be harvested with minimal impact on the forest, while the sponsorship funds would 

enable us to support forest protection in the source area for several decades. The project would fund 

things like forest patrols, firefighting teams, and satellite monitoring. It would provide resources to reduce 

poverty in the partner community and improve local people’s food security, thereby reducing the pressure 

that hunting puts on wildlife. It would also fund educational programs in New York City to make sure the 

next generation understands the importance of rainforests. If we establish a strong relationship, Brooklyn 



Bridge Forest would repeat the sponsorship model every thirty years, renewing the walkway and renewing 

the bonds of cooperation into the future.

The City has not yet approved the concept, but our team is laying the groundwork to provide this solution 

when the time comes to replace the wood. We have found a potential partner community in Guatemala 

that has a track record of providing sustainably sourced timber while protecting the forest from those 

who want to clear it. We are evaluating candidate timber species so that we can provide New York City 

with the best options available. We are exploring ways to structure the sponsorship model to make the 

project as accessible as possible while also raising the funds needed to protect the forest. Although the 

replacement wood will not be needed for several years, we hope to reach key decision makers in the City’s 

government in the next few months, so that if they approve the project we will have time to maximize 

public participation.

I came to this project after working as a Peace Corps volunteer for two years in another Central American 

country, Nicaragua. There I lived with a family of coffee farmers who, like our potential partner community 

in Guatemala, inspire me with their ability to plan for the long term despite facing considerable material 

challenges every day. 

During Nicaragua’s civil war in the late 1980s, my Nicaraguan host family fled from the violence in the 

region where they were living and settled in a new community in another part of the country. Land was 

scarce and they had to settle for a small parcel along the top of a cliff. One of the first things they did 

when they arrived in the midst of war was to plant trees: timber trees, fruit trees, trees with strong roots 

to stabilize the cliff edge.  

Thanks to their foresight and diligence and the tropical climate, the trees they planted now form a small 

forest that provides them with many of their necessities. They are poor by most standards, but they 

sustain themselves with income from coffee plants shaded by the trees they planted. When a son or 

daughter gets married and needs a house, they rev up the chainsaw and fell a few trees, cutting them into 

boards on the spot. With more firewood than they can use, they turn a blind eye if the neighbors run short 

and borrow some from their woods. Their small forest has also been a boon to wildlife – surrounded on 

all sides by farmland, it nonetheless harbors red-eyed tree frogs, an abundance of songbirds, and a tiny 

possum-like mammal that I never managed to identify. 
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Our proposed location for the Brooklyn Bridge Forest, in nearby Guatemala, tells a parallel story of 

sustainability amidst great challenges. The forest surrounds the community of Uaxactún (pronounced 

wa-shock-TOON), which was established a century ago by people seeking chicle, a resin used to make 

chewing gum. The community gained formal rights to live in and use the forest as part of the peace 

agreement that ended Guatemala’s civil war in the mid-1990s. That agreement granted them the right 

to harvest limited amounts of timber and other products from a well-defined area. The community plans 

for the long term, removing trees from a different portion of the forest every year according to the strictest 

international standards. They also harvest fruits and medicinal plants, as well as ornamental palm fronds 

that they export to florists in other countries. 

In contrast to many places in the tropics, where rainforest destruction prevails, the people of Uaxactún 

have found a way to conserve their forest while still making their living from it. They work hard to make 

sure outsiders do not clear land for pasture. Their careful harvesting of timber and other products provides 

income and employment to individual community members and supports local resources such as health 

care and education. They still face problems, including persistent poverty and the constant threat from 

cattle ranchers prowling around the edges of the forest, but these things make it all the more urgent that 

we support them and their tradition of stewardship.

The forest they protect is magnificent. It sits at the heart of the enormous Maya Biosphere Reserve, which 

is home to jaguars, scarlet macaws, howler monkeys, and millions of migratory birds from North America 

that spend the winter there. Thousands of ancient Maya archeological sites, including pyramids poking 

through the forest canopy, are scattered throughout the reserve. The portion of the reserve under the 

care of the Uaxactún community covers 200,000 acres, almost exactly the same amount of land as all 

five boroughs of New York City combined. With time, the project might be able to expand its conservation 

impact beyond this area – the reserve as a whole covers about 6 million acres, larger than the entire state 

of New Jersey. Much of it is under threat.

The Brooklyn Bridge Forest concept was developed by a group of architects, urban planners, foresters, 

and ecologists. Staff at the Wildlife Conservation Society have greatly expanded our knowledge and 

have provided key connections to community leaders in our proposed location in Guatemala. If the City 

government supports the project, we hope to involve thousands of people in one form or another: Teachers 

who could use the Brooklyn Bridge as part of a lesson on rainforests; university researchers looking for a 

living tropical laboratory; citizens checking up on satellite images of the Maya Biosphere Reserve to watch 
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Brooklyn Bridge Promenade

C.J. Kern, Photographer



Conceptual Design of the Brooklyn Bridge Forest - Pilot Projects

for changes in the forest; retirees who want to help protect a piece of rainforest for their grandchildren to 

visit. 

The Brooklyn Bridge Forest would be an opportunity for all of these people to help preserve and connect 

two pieces of our global heritage: the historic Brooklyn Bridge and a tropical rainforest growing on the 

ruins of an ancient civilization. And it would enable New York City – the city that hosts the United Nations 

and welcomes America’s immigrants – to reinforce its reputation as a citizen of the world. 

For more information please visit www.brooklynbridgeforest.com, or contact Benjamin Fryer at 

benjamin.fryer@yale.edu.
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advENTurES iN ThE uNiTEd araB EMiraTES  
Jakub Zielkiewicz, Schepp Scholar 2009-2010

It was July 2010 and I was about to complete my Master’s thesis when the question of ‘what next?’ came up.  

Should I stay in London, move back to the USA, or go into the unknown and embark on an adventure there?  

What could I do professionally with a graduate degree in Environmental Policy and Regulation and an affinity 

for making positive environmental change?

After soul searching, deliberating with friends and family, and researching the availability of jobs, my wife, 

Aimee and I packed our small London flat in September and moved to Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates 

in the hopes of finding relevant positions in the environmental field.

The idea of positive environmental change and Abu Dhabi seem to be contradictory.  Why would one of the 

largest oil exporting countries be concerned about environmental issues?  However, upon digging a little 

deeper, one starts to appreciate the environmental ambition and progressive nature of this oil-exporting 

emirate.  With initiatives including the carbon-neutral city, Masdar, the establishment of the headquarters for 

the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), and ambitious targets for renewable energy generation, 

amongst others, Abu Dhabi is becoming a hub for sustainability-related innovation and thinking.

By the end of 2010, I found a position with a global advisory firm working on sustainability and climate 

change and Aimee was working with UAE government on international climate change issues.  It’s been 

a great cultural and social experience learning about local customs, history, and politics, especially in light 

of the Arab Spring and ongoing turmoil in the region.  Professionally, I have had the privilege of working on 

some fascinating opportunities, including a climate change adaptation study for a local government body and 

helping a global sustainability reporting initiative establish a program in the UAE.

Outside of work, I have joined an organization called YPE (Young Professionals in Energy) and I help organize 

events for those interested in energy issues in Abu Dhabi.  We’ve had the opportunity to visit a solar field 

adjacent to Masdar City and to have influential individuals speak to us on energy policy and resource 

constraints.  It’s a great medium to meet people with similar professional interests and to learn about some of 

the fascinating work that others are doing.  Initially I was expecting to meet individuals working for the oil and 

gas industry. However, to my surprise, the majority of participants work with green technologies (i.e. smart 

grids, solar panels, energy management systems, and so).



Lastly, Aimee and I have tried to make the most of living in Abu Dhabi by exploring some beautiful areas 

in close proximity.  At the end of 2011, we climbed Mount Kilimanjaro while also raising funds for a charity 

in Tanzania run by one of Aimee’s friends.  We reached the summit on Christmas Day, and although we 

were unable to embrace the holiday spirit with friends and family on the other end of the world, we had 

our special Kilimanjaro holiday celebration.

We’re coming up on two years in Abu Dhabi and we’re deliberating what to do next.  Do we stay put and 

continue to contribute to the exciting developments in the UAE?  Do we move back to California and 

immerse ourselves in the exciting developments around the State’s climate change legislation?  Or do 

we again take a plunge into the unknown?  Regardless, our adventure will continue and we’ll persistently 

strive to contribute to the positive environmental change that we both value.

Jakub and Aimee, Top of Mount Kilimanjaro, Christmas Day
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a CONvErSaTiON WiTh Barry BLEy
teacher, mentor extraordinaire, and Schepp Scholar from 1961 to 1965

Q. First, tell me about your childhood. 

A. Well, I was born in Brooklyn and, at the age of 4, moved with my parents to Binghamton, in upstate 

New York. When I was 11, my father died so I was raised by a very courageous single mother. She went to 

work as a file clerk in the Workmen’s Compensation Division of the New York State Department of Labor 

and, by the time she retired, she had become a judge. After high school, I was accepted at Columbia 

University, where I majored in American history

Q. What made you want to be a teacher? Why did you choose history as your subject? 

A. When I was in the 11th and 12th grades of high school, I was mentored by my American history 

teacher, Miss Wulff, who turned out to be a major influence in my life. It was she who guided me, a boy 

from the poor part of town, to an Ivy League university. It was also she who inspired me to study American 

history and follow in her footsteps as a teacher.

Q. how did you first learn about the Schepp Foundation?

A. My mother had saved enough money to cover my first year at Columbia but when that ran out, I had 

no way to fund the remaining 3 years of college. I went to Columbia’s financial advisor who told me that 

all of university’s aid money was already spoken for but suggested that I contact the Schepp Foundation. 

I was interviewed by Josephine Hammond, the Suzanne Guard of the time, and briefly met Miss Florence 

Schepp, Leopold Schepp’s daughter. She must have been around 90 years old. In any case, thanks to 

the Foundation, I was able to complete my education at Columbia and go on to earn a graduate degree at 

Columbia Teachers College. While I was at graduate school, the Foundation increased my award by 50%.

Q. Tell me about your teaching career.

A. In 1965, after graduating from Columbia, I started teaching American history at a high school in 

Suffern, New York. At the age of 44, I began attending law school at night for 4 years while continuing 

to teach full-time. After completing my degree, I practiced law for 2 years in a remote area of upstate 

New York, where I was involved in an out-reach program for residents of the nearby Mohawk-Iroquois 

reservation.  Then, I returned to teaching in Suffern and stayed until 1998, when I retired and moved to 

Colorado -- except that I didn’t really retire, since I ended up teaching history, law, and civics for 10 more 

years at an inner city school in Denver. 



Barry Bley
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Q. What did you find most rewarding about teaching?

A. Watching the light go on behind the kids’ eyes when they got something.

Q. your mentoring made an important difference in the lives of many of your students. in fact, one 

of the students you mentored, Cari resnick, later wrote a very moving tribute to you that we have 

reprinted in this issue of Schepp Connections. The tribute was originally published in “Chicken Soup 

for the Soul,” a book featuring inspirational stories. at the end of her article, Cari says she hopes that 

one day she will be able to thank you for helping her through a very tough period of her life.  has she 

been able to do that?

A. Yes she has. Cari and I are now very much in touch via Facebook. Cari worked as a special education 

teacher and is now a full-time Mom with 3 kids.

Q. another student you mentored was Chad Shampine.   at your suggestion, Chad, whose father had 

died and whose mother was struggling to hold the family together, got in touch with the Foundation. 

ultimately, he won a Schepp Scholarship which helped him attend Columbia university, spend a year 

at Cambridge university in England, then graduate from Columbia’s School of Public health prior to 

attending medical school. are there any other stories about kids you’ve mentored that you would like 

to share with us?

A. After I “retired” and moved to Denver, I began teaching at North High School in the inner city. Among 

my students were three brothers whose father had been murdered in the Rwandan genocide. Their 

mother managed to flee through the bush with all seven of her children and eventually settled in Denver, 

having won the Green Card Lottery. Despite such a past and so many obstacles, one of the boys has a BA 

from New York University and is now working on his MBA there, another is at Columbia, and the third is 

at Oklahoma State. All three won scholarships from the Bill Gates Foundation.

Q. Tell me about your life now.

A. Well, a funny thing happened. I dated a girl during my senior year at Columbia. We then went our 

separate ways, but met up again in 1998 and have been together ever since. She has 2 children and I 

have 3, living all over the country, and 4 grandchildren.

Q. Now that you are retired, what interests and activities do you pursue?

A. I spend as much time as I can with my grandkids. Happily, we are able to have regular family gatherings. 

I am also an advisor for the mock trial team at a school in my neighborhood and interview between 50 and 
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70 Columbia applicants every year. In my “free” time, I enjoy operating and augmenting my antique toy 

train collection, most of which is from 70 to 90 years old.

Q. is there anything else you would like to add?

A. Yes. I just want to say that I am forever grateful to the Schepp Foundation, which helped a poor boy 

make it through Columbia and on to a 42-year teaching career.  None of what I have achieved in my life 

would have been possible without the Foundation.

Lessons Learned Outside the Classroom
Excerpted from Chicken Soup for the Soul

Mr. Bley was my history teacher my sophomore year of high school.  I couldn’t tell you what kind of history 

he taught for two reasons:  one, I never liked history, and two, my body was in class, but my mind wasn’t.  

Mr. Bley wasn’t the teacher who offered extra help or retakes on tests; he did so much more for me than 

that.  He offered me a pair of ears and a shoulder to cry on.

Before Mr. Bley came along, before I started the tenth grade, two major events were taking place in my 

life.  I was dating my first boyfriend, and my mom told me she wanted to divorce my dad.  Talk about a 

high and a low…I was in love and I was angry.  I was so angry with both my parents.  Why then?  Why 

after twenty-plus years?  I didn’t understand.  A big part of me had known, since I was little, that they were 

never happy together, but I guess I got used to it and it became how we lived.

We continued to live that way for a while.  Dad worked nights and slept in the second bedroom during 

the day, Mom worked days and started going out with friends at night, and I barricaded myself in my 

basement bedroom, listening to angry music and sleeping.

I fell into a depression and my first relationship ended shortly after our one-month anniversary.  I listened 

to more angry music, and slept even more.  My mom was concerned and alerted my guidance counselor 

and some teachers about what was going on at home.  I vaguely remember my science teacher ask if I 

was okay after seeing my falling grades.  Then there was Mr. Bley.

I sat against a brick wall outside the library, knees pulled into my chest, hood up, head down, surrounded 
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by the chatter of my group of friends that I was slowly alienating myself from, when I heard his voice:  

“Ever feel like you’re a fire hydrant and every dog in the neighborhood is stopping by to visit you?”  I picked 

my head up and Mr. Bley’s shoes were the first thing I saw from underneath my gray hoodie.

I had heard him use this line is the classroom a few times before, when it looked like a kid was having 

a bad day.  It usually aroused a smirk from both student and teacher and ended there.  This time was 

different though.  Mr. Bley wasn’t  going anywhere and it wasn’t a rhetorical question;  he was waiting for 

an answer.  Next thing I knew I was on my feet and following him into the library.

We sat amongst the stacks of the mostly empty library for the remainder of lunch.  I don’t remember much 

about that first conversation other than the unconditional promise he made me of lending a pair of ears 

and shoulder to cry on.  To this day, I can’t remember the exact content of our conversations.  But I know 

they made a lasting impression.

A bond wasn’t formed between Mr. Bley and me in the classroom.  What made him such a special teacher 

was that the saw that I was struggling and reached out to me outside of the classroom.  That didn’t change 

our classroom relationship – he still called on me and I still didn’t know the answers more than half the 

time.  But I think he knew that I was at a crossroads in my life and that my history grade sophomore year 

didn’t matter much compared to everything else that was going on.

Many lunchtime library conversations followed throughout the school year.  They always made me feel 

freer and although I still struggled, I didn’t feel trapped like I had before.  Mr. Bley had presented me with 

an outlet for my pain and frustration; he was always there unconditionally and in a non-threatening way.  

One day he gave me a newspaper clipping on how to argue fairly, because I often talked about how every 

conversation I had turned into an argument.  He helped me get to the root of the problem, which was that 

I was being defensive.  The article talked about making the discussion about yourself and how you are 

feeling, rather than pointing fingers and accusing people of what they are doing.  I held onto it for years 

and when I lost it I was devastated, probably because it felt like the last link I had to my mentor.

Mr. Bley retired after that year and we lost touch.  I never found a way to contact him and I can only hope 

and pray that one day I can thank him for helping me through one of the toughest struggles in my life.  

And if I can’t, then this story is a tribute to him.

- Cari Resnick



My SECONd MOM
douglas Kendall, Schepp Scholar 1958-1960

In our lives we are inspired, motivated, influenced, and guided by many people outside our immediate 

family. These associations can last for a moment or a lifetime. This is about one such person, Mrs. 

Frances C. Challenor Coan, who played a very significant role in my life. She became my second mom. 

Among other things, she encouraged me to apply for a Schepp Foundation Scholarship while I was going 

to Columbia University School of Engineering and Applied Science. I am very grateful for that.

WWII impacted my family greatly. My father returned disabled -- broken physically and emotionally. My 

mother was a homemaker before the war with two small children 14 months apart. She had her hands full 

with my younger brother and me. After the war, she had to work while my Dad stayed home. My brother 

and I were thankful we had our father at home.  My cousins, who lost their dad, were not so lucky.

My brother and I began working at the ages of 9 and 10 for neighbors doing odd jobs in Valley Cottage, 

NY. We raked leaves, cut grass with a push mower, turned over soil in the gardens, shoveled snow, and 

picked fruit. We saved enough to buy 100 chickens from Chicago and sold the eggs and meat. We bought 

two goats my mother named Mona and Lisa. Eventually we had seven and sold the milk. Eventually, we 

sold the goats to John Patrick, the writer of Tea House of the August Moon, for $15 each on the stipulation 

that they would live out their lives on his farm. 

My parents wanted my brother and me to go to college and obtain science or engineering degrees.  Since 
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they were unable to help us financially, we were told to study hard, earn scholarships, and work as much 

as was practical to cover our expenses and save for college.  We never had second thoughts about what 

our major would be or whether we should or should not go to college. The path was paved. 

In July of 1955 when I turned 16, we moved to the Nyack, NY area. My brother and I caddied at the 

Rockland Country Club, set pins at the YMCA in the evenings and did gardening jobs. I landed work at the 

local A&P as a stock clerk. It was the first time I worked in an air conditioned building! My brother found 

yard work with well-to-do homeowners in South Nyack, NY. 

In late August, my brother asked me to fill in for him on a Saturday job and I agreed. He told me not to 

bother the owner, an elderly woman named Mrs. Coan. The housekeeper would give me instructions, 

supervise my work and pay me at the end of the day. That was the way things were done.

On Saturday I walked about 30 minutes to Mrs. Coan’s home.   At the end of a long grass and gravel 

driveway was a garage set apart from the house with an antique car parked inside. I learned later it hadn’t 

been driven since her husband died in the 1930’s. The housekeeper was standing outside the kitchen 

door. She showed me what to do and instructed me to come to the kitchen door if I needed anything.  I 

was not to bother the lady of the house. I worked arduously and I forgot to bring my lunch but, happily, 

around noon, the housekeeper came out with a peanut butter sandwich and some milk. She said that 

Mrs. Coan wanted me to have it but that next time, I was to bring my own lunch. She wasn’t happy making 

me something to eat. It wasn’t her job to feed the help.

At 4pm, the housekeeper appeared again. Looking at her demeanor, I thought I had done something 

wrong.

“I can’t understand why Mrs. Coan wants to have tea with you,” she growled. I was told to take off my 

shoes at the kitchen door, leave them outside, and wash my hands at the outside faucet near the door. 

When I came into the kitchen, she took me to the laundry room and told me wash my hands again. 

She muttered, “I still don’t know why she wants to have tea with you.” She led me into the drawing room. 

It was a large open space with light streaming in from the windows on one side overlooking the lawn and 

gardens. On the other side of the room was a grand piano. Oil paintings covered the walls. Portfolios of 

Japanese prints and other oil paintings were leaning against one wall near a large desk. Mrs. Coan was 



sitting in a wheel chair behind the desk. She was petite.  Her eyes were blue and kind. She looked directly 

at me and smiled. She told me to please sit down and asked the housekeeper to bring us a pot of tea and 

some cookies. She looked at me for what seemed to be an eternity. “I suppose you are wondering why 

we’re having tea together?” she said. At that moment the housekeeper appeared carrying a tray laden 

with a large teapot, cups and cookies. Mrs. Coan asked her to put the tray on her desk and to pour me 

a cup. The housekeeper really resented doing that. She spilled a little tea on me as she handed me the 

cup. “That will be all,” said Mrs. Coan to the housekeeper, then, turning to me: “Now I guess you are still 

wondering why you are having tea with me?” “Yes,” I responded quickly.” She pointed to the windows 

overlooking the lawn and gardens where I had been working. “I watched you from here. I had a son who 

died when he was very young.” “I’m so sorry,” I said interrupting her. She continued, “That was a long 

time ago. I watched you most of the day and thought, if my son had lived to your age, he would have 

looked like you.”

That was the beginning of a relationship that lasted 16 years. She was 84 and I was 16. She became my 

second Mom. I have never met anyone outside my family that loved me more than she did. I felt blessed. 

For the next two years until I went to college, I saw her every week whether I worked for her or not. She 

talked to me about her trips to the Orient in 1901 and 1908, her interest in Japanese art and love of art in 

general, her life as an artist and illustrator, her investments, her marriage, and the loss of her husband and 

child. She also spoke of her faith. We shared the same religion and often discussed the Bible, including 

her favorite Books, Chapters and Verses which she encouraged me to memorize. 

I entered Columbia in the fall of 1957. I won the first International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 

Scholarship from Local Union #363. It was a work scholarship so I had a job during the summers, 

school vacations and holidays. Also, I had a meal job on campus for 2 hours a day. The school was very 

expensive then as it is now. Mrs. Coan and I corresponded via letters and an occasional phone call. One 

evening, as I was leaving my meal job at Johnson Hall and returning to my dormitory in a driving rain, I 

encountered a legless man who was begging on Amsterdam Avenue and 116th Street. I gave him all the 

money I had which was less than $4 and offered to help him out of the rain. He refused my help but not 

the money. When I arrived at my room in Livingston Hall, my roommates said that I had several calls from 

a Mrs. Coan. She wanted me to come to her place as soon as possible. I borrowed money for bus fare 

and left early Sunday morning. We had afternoon tea. She said that she had a premonition that I really 

needed financial help. Before I could say anything, she said that she would send me $35 every two weeks 

during the academic year until I graduated. We discussed my classes, my life on campus and friends 
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and the sports I was playing. She was interested in everything I was doing. I thanked her regularly for her 

financial aid.

In 1958, Mrs. Coan suggested that I apply for a scholarship from the Leopold Schepp Foundation. I did 

and, not long afterward, received a letter of acceptance and a $1200 scholarship. I could hardly believe it. 

For the first time, I didn’t worry about having enough money to get through the school year. Not until last 

year, when I attended the Foundation’s anniversary party did I realize that Miss Schepp and Mrs. Coan 

were friends. Thank you both!

In 1961, I graduated with a BS degree and a major in electrical engineering. Mrs. Coan wanted to give 

me a special present – a trip to England to visit her relatives. I had accepted a job with Westinghouse 

Electric in their graduate student program and was expected to be in Pittsburgh in just a couple of days. 

Regrettably, I declined her generous offer. She understood, knowing that I wanted to begin work as soon 

as I graduated. She respected me for that. I asked her, “What can I do to repay you for all you’ve done for 

me?” She smiled and said, “That’s easy, honey. Find another person like yourself and help that person as 

I have helped you.”

We kept in touch regularly. She met my girlfriend and future wife. She held my son in her arms. She sent 

me beautiful cards, letters and some of her drawings and paintings. 

The last time I saw Mrs. Coan was in 1967 at her 95th birthday party. I flew back to New York from 

Los Angeles where my wife, son and I were living. I took the bus to Nyack and walked along that same 

driveway. The same vintage car was in the garage. Someone was playing the grand piano. There was 

laughter and singing. I wondered how a woman of her age could have so many people attending her 

birthday. When I entered the house, I saw men and women ranging in age from 18 to their mid-forties. 

These were all her “children” – those that she had helped educate. I had never known about them. Their 

careers were varied. There were doctors, artists, writers and lawyers. She embraced me and we sat and 

talked while observing the celebration. We even had a cup of tea together. I left her later that night. I was 

happy to see her but sad to leave not knowing when I would see her again.

We wrote each other and spoke from time to time on the phone. My second mom passed away in 1971 

at the age of 98. I wept. She is in my thoughts along with members of my family whom I have lost. I thank 

God every day for bringing her into my life.
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FiNdiNg SOLuTiONS TO SOME TOugh POLiCy iSSuES
caitlyn turgeon, Schepp Scholar 2006-2013
Student, georgetown university School of Foreign affairs

It’s hard to believe that yet another school year is almost upon me!  I’ll be wrapping up my summer 

internship in the next few days and I just wanted to provide the Foundation with a quick update on my 

spring and summer semesters, summer internship, and upcoming school year.

 

While my spring semester at Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service, where I’m completing my MA in 

Security Studies, was extremely busy, it was so enjoyable!  I took some fascinating courses.  Weapons 

Proliferation and National Security was my most “out-of-the-box” class, as our subject matter was national 

security and policy surrounding chemical, biological, nuclear, and radiological weapons and challenges to 

the United States.  My professor also works at the Department of Defense, and our last three classes were 

spent performing a crisis simulation – he took the crisis in Syria, created a few potentialities, and broke the 

class into three groups – Department of State, Department of Defense, and the Intelligence Community.  

It was a great opportunity to utilize practical skills – presentation slide decks, public speaking, and critical 
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thinking about an extremely relevant and volatile issue.  My professor played the President of the United 

States and was able to evoke an environment that felt real – he created intense pressure and gave us all 

a “little taste,” as he liked to put it, of the true policy world.  

I was also able to take Cyber War and Defense Budgeting & Strategic Analysis, two extremely relevant and 

timely courses.  My background in the financial industry certainly helped me with the Defense Budgeting 

class and I was able to supplement that course with an internship with the Bipartisan Policy Center, where 

I contributed to their newest report: “US Defense Budgeting in an Age of Austerity.”  Interning with a 

prestigious think tank was quite the experience. 

I spent the summer interning with FINRA, the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority, as the Human 

Resources (HR) Corporate Intern.  Over the course of this past year, I’ve developed an interest in human 

capital work in the defense space - ultimately I would love to work with the Department of Veterans 

Affairs, doing anything ranging from reviewing the efficacy and reach of the nation’s veterans hospitals 

to designing employment-seeking programs for veterans returning from war.  Last year alone, the Army 

spent over $1 million providing unemployment benefits to veterans.  If I can design programs to prevent 

such outlays and assist our veterans in obtaining employment during the process, I’ll be doing meaningful 

work that I love.  Considering the human capital/human resources element of such a position, I decided 

to pursue an HR-related internship for the summer hoping to discover as much as I could about the field.   

My position with FINRA allowed me to do just that - I’ve been exposed to every aspect of their 50+ person 

HR team.  FINRA is a best-practices firm, so it was great to learn from the experts.  

I also feel as if I’m leaving the firm having made a real contribution - I worked on a program to increase 

corporate volunteerism and presented to the Senior Vice President for Human Resources a connection 

I found between corporate volunteerism and engagement.  FINRA had just completed an engagement 

survey when I joined the team this spring and was looking for action plans to increase engagement.  

Deloitte Consulting has found a positive correlation between people utilizing their company’s volunteer 

benefit and corporate engagement, so I shared this finding with my team and have created the foundation 

for two nation-wide partnerships with volunteer organizations.  I hope to participate in FINRA’s pilot 

volunteer days this fall to see my work through.  

Once the fall semester begins, I’ll be joining the Homeland Security & Defense Business Council as a 

Graduate Fellow.  The Council is a not-for-profit organization that brings together private companies that 
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provide homeland security solutions to the government, advising both the private sector and the public 

sector on each other’s needs and processes.  It’s a small team, which will be a contrast to my summer 

internship with FINRA (a 3,500-person company), so I’m looking forward to learning more about what 

type of company I would like to work for after I graduate in May.

I’ll also be fulfilling an additional and quite rewarding role this coming school year.  The director of my 

program at Georgetown, Dr. Bruce Hoffman, has asked me to be his research assistant.  I started working 

for him last June and have contributed to his latest research on al Qaeda. Dr. Hoffman wrote the seminal 

book on the historical evolution of terrorism and the terrorist threat and remains the authority on terrorism 

issues across the world.  I have followed his work since my years at Connecticut College, which also 

happens to be his alma mater, and his request that I accept the role of his research assistant is honestly 

one of the most amazing honors of my academic life.  It is a challenge that I couldn’t pass up and one I 

know will only strengthen my academic and professional credentials.

Adding “research assistant” to my list of roles has made for quite a busy summer.  In addition to interning 

with FINRA and researching for Dr. Hoffman, I completed my best course at Georgetown: Key Problems 

in Intelligence Policy, with a 39-year-veteran of the CIA.  My professor remains one of the authorities 

on intelligence policy domestically and internationally and, while his course was absolutely the most 

challenging course I have ever taken, it was also the most rewarding. 

It is courses like this that make me eternally grateful for the Schepp Foundation’s contribution to my 

education - without the financial support of the Foundation, I likely would have spent more time focusing 

on how I was going to afford my fall courses than learning from my professor this summer.  My scholarship 

from the Schepp Foundation has provided me peace of mind regarding my financial situation and allows 

me to focus fully on my academic and professional goals.  



MEET FraNk POLi
Former Schepp Scholar and our newest trustee

Q: You reached out to the Foundation and expressed your wish to serve as a mentor or Trustee. What 

inspired you to do so?

A: Two years ago, I attended the Foundation’s holiday party and was very much inspired by the Schepp 

Scholars I spoke to at the event. Their involvement in helping people, both here and in developing 

countries, was truly impressive. It was refreshing to hear their stories about what they had done and still 

wanted to do. As it happened, I was at a point in my life where I was asking myself what I could do to help 

others, how I could add value and make a real difference. My life has been blessed and I have been given 

many opportunities so I felt it was time for me provide opportunities to others, to give back.

Let me provide a little background. After 25 years as an attorney in the financial service industry (with 

long hours and commute time), I had begun to feel little connection to the town I live in and increasingly 

removed from the community. Of course most adults, to varying degrees, have to juggle the dynamic 

and time commitments of a career, family life and social activities. I believe managing these three core 

external relationships is critical and that they are intimately connected - like the three sides of a triangle. 

And, like a triangle, there should be balance among these relationships to keep your life in good shape. If 

one relationship, or side of the triangle, becomes disproportionate, it will likely be to the detriment of the 

others. In my case, with a well-established career and a wonderful family life, I realized something was 

missing and the time had come to get more involved in community.
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To me, the Schepp Foundation is an ideal way to get involved. Unlike some other foundations, it is small 

so it’s possible to play a significant role, to roll up your sleeves and pitch in. The Foundation gives me the 

opportunity to use the skills I have acquired over the years to help young Scholars just starting out with 

their careers. My experience with the Foundation has been very enriching to me personally. I have found 

that participating in Foundation activities will be a way to keep my life in balance.   

Q: Your parents were both Schepp Scholars. Tell me about them and how they inspired you.

A: Both of my parents were in the field of education. They taught me that education is crucial for society 

to progress and individuals to improve their lives. Most importantly, they stressed that education is a 

life-long process and that you should never stop learning. I believe education is the great equalizer in 

the United States and provides opportunities for just about everyone. It gives us the tools that enable 

us to help improve not only our own lives but those of others as well. My parents grew up during the 

great depression. They were first and second generation Americans and the first ones in their families to 

attend college, so they truly appreciated what the United States had to offer. My parents taught me the 

importance of family, country and religion and the role that education can play in helping you achieve your 

goals. These were values that they practiced, as well as preached, on a daily basis. 

Q: Tell me about your wife and children and the kinds of things you do together.

A: My wife, Philippa, and I have been married for thirteen years and have two daughters, Sophia, who is 

12, and 10-year old Cecelia (nicknamed CC). I also have a stepson, Ryan, who is 22. Ryan works upstate 

and the girls attend Green Farms Academy, which is only a few miles from our home. 

We have just moved to a new house across town in Fairfield, Connecticut, near the water. It is a wonderful 

beach community, which we feel very much a part of. We do a lot together as a family. We like all sorts of 

outdoor activities and sports such as biking, skiing, boating, golf and tennis. On the weekends, you’ll likely 

find us at a soccer, lacrosse or gymnastics tournament. We also love animals and have a beagle named 

Waldo, a cat (Token) and a tortoise (Tobi) which will no doubt outlive me.

We spend our vacations at a house on Cape Cod that has been in the family for 40 years and which we 

recently rebuilt and improved. As in Connecticut, we engage in a lot of outdoor recreation at the Cape, 

spending a lot of time at the beach and on the boat. 

Philippa and I believe charitable work is extremely important to keep communities strong and so we 



involve our children in various volunteer efforts. We believe it helps teach them about things that they are 

not typically exposed to. It also helps them learn how to balance schoolwork, athletics and involvement 

with social issues. Our children are privileged in so many ways and we want them to understand the 

importance of giving back as they develop their values and principles as young adults. 

All in all, we are a very happy and close family.

Q: Describe the ideal Schepp Scholar.

A: The ideal Schepp Scholar is a morally and socially responsible person who is committed to contributing 

to the community and improving the lives of others. Schepp Scholars are dedicated to developing the 

kinds of skills necessary to carry out their vision. They are mature, strong leaders and are articulate about 

their goals. These young women and men are, in a sense, ambassadors representing the meaningful 

paths they have taken. They are passionate about their work and have the conviction and motivation to 

follow through on their plans.

Q: Tell me about any transformative moments in your life.

A: I think the greatest transformative moments of my life have been my marriage and the births of 

our children. These are moments when you realize that life is about more than just you. You have a 

responsibility to your partner and to the new lives you have brought into the world. Knowing that other 

people are relying on you increases your determination to succeed, to do the right thing and take a longer-

term view of life. Ultimately, the sense of responsibility you feel for your family should expand into a sense 

of responsibility for your community.

This is how I see personal evolution: first, you must learn to take care of yourself; develop core values and 

beliefs as a young adult and obtain an education; second, start a career and begin to take care of those 

around you; and, third, become part of a community and put yourself in a position to help others. Being 

part of the Schepp Foundation is a great opportunity for me to continue my evolution.

Q: How do you see the Foundation’s role 10 or 20 years from now?

A: I see the Foundation persevering with its current mission to help deserving students achieve their 

academic and life goals. It is important that we keep our mission front and center, especially during these 

difficult and uncertain economic times.
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Kristin Cross in Berlin, Germany
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auF dEuTSCh, BiTTE
Kristin cross, Schepp Scholar 2011-2013
Student, emory university, B.S.

As a researcher in a lab that studies monkey poop, I have had some strange experiences, but nothing 

prepared me for the moment I stepped off that plane into a completely foreign land, namely Germany. 

No, there is not an abundance of feces from monkeys in Germany, but Berlin is home to the Robert-Koch 

Institute, a lab world-renowned for its work with zoonosis. I was sent there by my research supervisor, Dr. 

Thomas Gillespie, in order to gain experience in the molecular analysis of zoonotic pathogens, in particular 

Polyoma virus. The idea behind zoonosis is that pathogens can transfer between different species, and 

since primates are the closest living relative to humans, that leaves us more vulnerable to contracting 

diseases from or disseminating them to our furry and highly endangered relatives. By collecting feces, we 

can gain insight into the parasite and pathogen load of these animals without coming into direct contact 

with them, which would only serve the purpose of creating yet another channel through which diseases 

could travel. In short, working with feces is way cooler than it initially sounds.  

I like to think of myself as being involved in molecular forensics-taking the DNA shed from the gastrointestinal 

tract and uncovering the pathogens lurking inside. The consequence of being a lab person is not having 

some of the fantastic stories my field counterparts tend to have, so when I was offered the opportunity to 

travel to Berlin, I was eager to have my first adventure outside of the States. Having lived within the same 

30-mile radius for the entirety of my 21-year existence, I was in for quite the shock. My German was by no 

means flawless, or even natural-sounding as was verified when my attempts to speak auf Deutsch were 

responded to with a laugh and an answer in impeccable English, but I was at least able to order coffee 

and cake- enough to get me through my initial culture shock. 

Flying across the ocean away from everything I had ever known –my language, my family and friends, 

the comforting Atlanta humidity – was a terrifying and uniquely empowering experience that I would do 

all over again. In addition to my advancement as a student of science, I increased my self-confidence, 

my understanding of the world and my appreciation for life and the people in it. As you cross into a land 

that is not your own, you step into anonymity. No one knew who I was, not my past, present or goals for 

the future. I could establish myself in any way I wanted and, to get the most out of my three months in 

Germany, I decided to be that American girl:  the one the Berliners complain about because she is too 

enthusiastic about everything and laments incessantly about the fact that there is no peanut butter to 
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be had in Europe. The girl who insists on throwing parties for every lab member’s birthday, half-birthday 

and sometimes just because the sun is shining (an unfortunately rare occurrence in Berlin). The young 

American girl who can only drink two German beers in one sitting or she will fall off her bike on the way 

home.

I threw myself into German culture with a bit of good ol’ Southern flair (I’m a Georgia girl after all, born 

and raised). I strove to learn ten new German words a day, and in turn, I taught my new found, perhaps 

somewhat coerced, German friends some real American- English. I am eager for them to come visit and 

try out the ubiquitous “oh my God!” in their best American accent. I pestered my colleagues about the 

political atmosphere in Europe, about the state of religion and the vestigial, but lingering differences 

between East and West Germany. I tried quark, a dairy product similar to yogurt that is used in some form 

for almost every meal of the day. I explored Berlin by bike, taking the initial coldness of the Berliners as 

an excuse to spend plenty of time on my own and develop a relationship with the culturally rich city itself. 

By getting lost nearly everyday on my way home from work, I discovered countless coffee shops, outdoor 

art exhibits and underground musicians, but nothing taught me as much about the city and the culture 

as the friends I made through my persistence.  

A friend of mine told me about the reserved nature of the people in Berlin: “jeder man ist eine Insel”—

every man is an island. Coming from a culture of warmth and traditional Southern hospitality, I initially 

found this isolation unsettling. Never before had it been so difficult for me to make friends. Everyone 

was perfectly polite and friendly in the lab, but that was where the relationship ended. As soon as the 

workday was over, they all went back to their respective lives and I was left to continue my soul-searching 

alone. The first month carried on this way and gave me plenty of time to view the city from an outsider’s 

perspective, but I will never forget the day when, as usual, I invited everyone out after work and they finally 

agreed, either out of resignation or pity, to come to a bar and have a few drinks with me. 

We stayed out until 2am.  I was enthralled by their company and all the amazing stories they told about 

their adventures around the world. I saw the flair of each of their personalities that had previously been 

hidden behind the legendary German work ethic.  It was at that moment that I realized how amazing these 

people were, these students of science, just like me. How at the ages of 25 and 26, they had explored 

the world and themselves and had a well-developed picture of both. Their effortless self-assurance and 

the humility with which they talked of their achievements spoke louder of their character than any boast 

ever could. 



NuTriTiON ThaT rOCkS: 
uSiNg MEdia TO SOLvE ThE ChiLdhOOd OBESiTy EPidEMiC
Jill Jayne, Schepp Scholar 2003-2007 

Poised to fall like Rome, the morbidity and mortality of an obese America threatens our economic health 

and security by decreasing workplace productivity, burdening our healthcare system, and challenging 

eligibility for the military.  People know what it takes to be healthy. Even a child can tell you to eat your 

vegetables and exercise every day. The gap between knowledge and action, however, is considerable 

and turning those actions into habits competes with 8.5 hours each day spent in front of a screen, 

frequently sedentary. We see nearly 5,000 ads per day, with the majority of the food ads targeted to kids 

and promoting foods high in sugar, salt, and fat. Unfortunately,  we don’t teach kids how to interpret all 

the media they see. Pre-school children cannot distinguish between commercials and programming, 
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even with separation devices such as “We’ll be right back after this.” Young elementary-age children lack 

the ability to understand the persuasive intent of television advertising. Selling to kids is a $330 billion 

industry. Because of these flaws and its high usage, media is often blamed for contributing to the obesity 

problem.  

With fewer resources, we must be as invasive and persuasive as the media and work to make healthy 

food habits desirable and hip. The reality is that people expect to be entertained or they will change 

the channel. Welcome to the wild world of Jill Jayne. Rather than rant against the media, I tap the 

accessible platforms normally used to sell junk food to create a memorable experience that will energize 

and empower my audiences. I call myself “The Rockstar Nutritionist.”   Armed with my credentials as 

a Registered Dietitian and an experienced rock band singer/songwriter, I created a rock & roll nutrition 

show called Jump with Jill that tours the country, made two CDs of heart-pumping, top 40-sounding 

educational music, and developed a Nutrition Rock Invasion toolkit for teachers that makes our live show 

a comprehensive experience. Over the last six years, my work has reached a quarter of a million kids in 

the US and Europe and has led me to the White House to meet Michelle Obama and a 2011 Grammy 

nomination for Best Children’s Album. 

Utilizing the influence of media to promote healthy habits is my weapon in fighting childhood obesity. 

The pacing needs to be fast with compelling stories, interesting characters and well-written songs—all 

using less money than traditional advertising. My job is to ignite a passion in people to participate in this 

movement and encourage kids to request healthier foods, parents to provide healthier options, and I join 

the ranks of even more accomplished activists like Jamie Oliver, Robert Kenner, and Morgan Spurlock 

who have made health media mainstream. We are using our combined voices to create useful, meaningful 

media that solves a social problem. 

Jill Jayne, MS, RD, is the country’s only Rockstar Nutritionist. She is the leading expert in creating and 

delivering interactive media about health to kids and families. In addition to being an accomplished 

musician, Jill is a Registered Dietitian with a master’s degree in Nutrition Education from Columbia 

University and a bachelor’s in Nutrition and Theater from Penn State University. 

Learn more at www.jumpwithjill.com. 
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