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Inside InsideGetting Back to 
Basics—Before It’s 
Too Late
A new TC curriculum prepares teachers to help 
older students read and write better

Plenty of ink has been devoted to the “reading wars”—the debate over how 

to teach young children their letters. But what about older students? A 

report by Carnegie Corporation of New York finds that 75 percent of 

struggling third-grade readers are still struggling in ninth grade, and results from 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) consistently paint a 

similarly bleak picture. If these students hope to continue on to post-secondary 

education and successful employment in the current knowledge-based economy, 

the Carnegie report says, they will need to become highly literate. 

That sounds simple enough, but in middle and high school—as in life—

literacy isn’t simply about recognizing words or spelling them. To be truly 

literate, older students must understand what they’ve read well enough to 

summarize it, analyze it, question it, write about it and, in general, make use 

of it in a variety of contexts. And that’s where current teaching strategies often 

fall short.

“Teachers often feel that if they just assign more reading and writing, the 

students will get better,” says Dolores Perin, Associate Professor of Psychology 

TC’s First Online 
Master’s Program
A new Computing program 
combines quality with 
convenience

As a former elementary school 

teacher, Jean-Anne O’Neill is 

tired of waiting around for 

education to reform itself. Technology is 

the key to improvement, she says—not 

merely a potential amplifier for what 

already exists, but a tool that can radically 

change what teachers and students do in 

schools and how they do it. 
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The President’s Corner

Goodbye and Welcome 
Susan Fuhrman exhorts graduates to use what they have learned

problems with speech and hearing; to take 

advantage of their giftedness in math and 

science; to grapple with family problems, 

career choices and physical handicaps; to 

take care of their bodies; and to help others 

learn to do all these things as well.

They will teach others to serve as 

nurses and health educators; ensure that 

those who are blind, deaf or physically 

challenged enjoy the fullest possible access 

to education; research and devise new tools 

and theories of learning and cognition; and create new 

and better measurements of ability and intelligence, new 

standards for professional certification and new systems 

for the social organization of schools.

They will be advocates and negotiators for peace and 

the resolution of conflicts between nations, communities 

and individuals; they will be experts in bilingual and mul-

tilingual education; they will work with teenagers and set 

up educational exchanges with other countries. They will 

be school principals, human resource managers, experts in 

professional development and continuing education. They 

will design learning software and create curricula; and 

they will help others learn to do all these things as well.

Our graduates are extraordinary people. They have 

plans to change the world, and many will succeed. We 

are fortunate to have known them, nurtured them and 

equipped them for their work. v

Of all the occasions in our packed 

and busy year, this is the most 

important—and the most joy-

ous—because it’s the day when not only 

you, our graduates, but also we, the faculty, 

staff, alumni and friends of TC, can con-

gratulate ourselves on a job well done.

TC’s mission is to help achieve excel-

lence and equity in education—and you, 

our graduates, are taking up that challenge 

for the future.

Ambrose Bierce wrote that responsibility is “a detach-

able burden, easily shifted to the shoulders of God, Fate, 

Fortune, Luck or one’s neighbor. In the days of astrology, 

it was customary to unload it upon a star.”

Today, you are our stars, and we are not so much 

unloading responsibility upon you as welcoming you to 

share its burden. We do so with a glad heart, because we 

know that it is a responsibility that all of you have sought 

with open arms. 

You are a hugely and wonderfully diverse group. 

Our master’s degree recipients—all 1,902 of them—

come from 45 states and the District of Columbia, and 

from 39 other nations, as diverse as Australia, Ghana, 

China, Norway, Slovenia and Thailand.

The careers our graduates are embarking upon—and 

the potential scope of the impact they will have upon 

human life and well-being—is enormous.

In this room are the people who will teach our chil-

dren and grandchildren to read, to dance, to play and 

appreciate music; to overcome learning disabilities and 

tC president susan Fuhrman
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At first glance, Maureen Horgan, Associate 

Director of Administrative Services at TC’s 

Gottesman Libraries, might not remind anyone 

of Lou Gehrig, legendary New York Yankees first baseman, 

but the parallels are definitely there. Like Gehrig filling in 

as a rookie for a veteran with a headache, Horgan—TC’s 

longest-tenured professional staff employee—began life 

at TC as a temp, subbing for someone on leave in the 

library office. The person never returned, and the rest is 

history—40 years of it, to be precise. 

 “I’m sort of astounded,” she says when asked how it 

feels to have worked here for so long. “And I’m amazed 

how far away I still am from retirement!” 

Horgan was recently honored at TC’s annual long 

term service recognition ceremony, an experience she has 

come to know well. In 2002, when she reached the 35-year 

mark, Arthur Levine, TC’s President at the time, told her, 

“Oh, we must have adopted you as a foundling.” 

Horgan says the many changes she has experienced 

at TC are part of what has kept her here. Her tenure has 

spanned four TC presidential inaugurations—including 

the most recent one, for President Susan Fuhrman, at 

which she delivered opening remarks—and an ongoing 

evolution in her own responsibilities at the library. In 

the mid-70s, Horgan switched to the professional staff. 

In 1977, with a new library director, her job changed 

to Planning Coordinator. Now she heads the library’s 

business office, with responsibility for budget, personnel 

and the physical facility itself at a time when the library 

has added offices, classrooms, meeting rooms, an art 

gallery and a café. 

 “It makes the work 

interesting. This is my 

second or third renova-

tion!” she laughs. “Each 

one’s better, and this 

one’s been the best.”

Horgan tries to walk 

through the building a 

couple of times each day 

to see what’s going on 

and make sure everyone’s 

happy. She especially loves working with the library’s 

part-time student employees. “It’s just wonderful to be 

around them, to listen to the things they are interested 

in,” she says, and adds with another laugh, “It makes me 

feel ancient, but it’s really marvelous.”

Amid all the changes, Horgan herself remains one 

of TC’s most valued constants. “Because I’ve been here 

so long, even though my responsibilities have changed, 

people know me,” she says from her first-floor office. “So 

no matter what they need in the library, a lot of times 

they’ll just come to me. Even if I can’t help them, I know 

who the right person is.”

More important, her own kindness and enthusiasm 

continue to resonate with anyone fortunate enough to 

have worked with her. “The thing I’m most proud of is, 

people leave but they stay in touch with me, and I really 

treasure that,” she says. “And it’s not just library people, 

it’s other people. It’s that human contact, thing. That’s 

sort of my thing.” v

at 40 years and Counting 
Maureen horgan is tC’s longest-
serving professional staff employee

Point of reference
Maureen Horgan is a constant in a constantly changing institution

TC People
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Curriculum

and Education and Coordinator of the Reading Specialist 

Program at Teachers College. “But many high school 

students do not even understand the written material that 

teachers would like to use as a foundation for learning.” 

Since the fall of 2006, Perin, supported by a Carnegie 

Corporation grant, has been working to help pre-

service teachers overcome these challenges. Together 

w i t h  P rof e ss o r s 

Anand Marri and 

Margaret Crocco in 

TC’s Social Studies 

Education Program; 

Professor Ann Rivet 

a n d  i n s t r u c t o r 

Jessica Fitzsimons 

Riccio in the Science 

Education Program; 

D o u g l a s  Wo o d , 

Executive Director 

of TC’s National 

A c a d e m y  f o r 

Excellent Teaching (NAfET); and Beth Chase, a school 

psychology doctoral student, Perin has developed two 

courses that focus on how to teach skills such as reading 

comprehension, written summarization, and planning 

and writing an opinion essay using science and social 

studies content. The courses combine existing student-

teaching seminars in science and social studies with a 

focus on adolescent literacy. 

“When you fragment literacy and subject matter, 

it gets very confusing for the learner,” Perin says. 

“Combining the two offers a two-fold benefit. One is 

the transfer of learning—I would expect that the literacy 

skills would transfer to the subject matter. The second is 

that the students see an authentic reason for literacy. 

“Carnegie has targeted the pre-service teacher as the 

starting point for achieving improvement in adolescent 

literacy. The goal is to fill a shortage of qualified teachers 

who can teach literacy in the middle and high school 

grades within content areas.”

To do this, Perin and her colleagues incorporated 

information about students’ classroom learning, provided 

by NAfET, an effort funded by the Leeds family that 

provides professional development assistance to more 

than 30 schools in the South Bronx and Harlem.

“Inherent in our strategy is a basic assumption that 

some high school teachers may find hard to swallow—that 

not only should basic reading and writing skills be taught 

in middle and high school, but also that literacy instruction 

should be the responsibility of all teachers,” Perin says. Not 

every cooperating teacher feels literacy should be explicitly 

taught. Also, a teacher focusing on, say, the U.S. constitution, 

may not feel she has time to teach students how to write an 

essay. She may feel that elementary school should have 

provided students with that kind of preparation and, 

ideally, that’s right—all students should leave elementary 

school knowing how to read and write well. But since that’s 

not happening, middle and high schools need to be involved 

in literacy instruction.”

Perin also is the co-author of “Writing Next: Effective 

a Fresh approaCh to literaCy 
dolores perin, associate professor of 
psychology and education, coordinates 
tC’s reading specialist program

B a C k  to  B a s i C s  C o n t i n u e d  F r o M  pa g e  1
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Strategies to Improve Writing of Adolescents in 

Middle and High Schools,” an influential, Carnegie-

commissioned report that embodies many of 

the same insights and recommendations as the 

curriculum work she is leading at TC. And Perin is 

involved with another project, this one funded by the 

Institute of Education Sciences, which also focuses 

on making connections between literacy skills and 

subject matter. This project is with community 

colleges, where up to 90 percent of students enter 

unprepared for the level of work required of them 

and are advised to take remedial classes. 

Though the Carnegie grant ends in August, 

the courses developed by Perin and her colleagues 

will continue. The adolescent literacy course is now 

required for all TC science education students and 

is one of the two literacy courses recommended for 

social studies education students. Also, the student-

teaching seminar will continue as an interdisciplinary 

seminar. Put another way, TC’s science and social 

studies pre-service teachers will learn the new 

techniques in the fall and implement them when 

they student-teach in the spring. 

Are veteran teachers embracing the new 

approach? It’s too soon to make generalizations—but 

at least one cooperating teacher who observed her 

pre-service teacher in action came away impressed. 

“She felt she was learning from watching the student 

teacher in action,” Perin says. “She asked, ‘How can 

I learn to do this?’” v

Launch event Will
Celebrate TC’s
“Levees” 
Curriculum

On Thursday, september 

6th, TC will celebrate the 

launch of the curriculum created by 

its faculty, staff and students for use with spike Lee’s hBO 

documentary, When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four 

Acts.

headlined “Teaching The Levees: Lessons from Katrina,” 

the event, which will be held in TC’s Cowin Conference Center 

from 4:00 to 6:30 p.m., will feature a panel moderated 

by New York Times columnist Bob herbert that includes 

Columbia President Lee Bollinger; race education expert 

Gloria Ladson-Billings of the university of Wisconsin; eddie 

s. Glaude, Jr., Professor at Princeton university and senior 

fellow at the Jamestown Project, a nonpartisan think tank 

that focuses on democracy and social issues; and Cynthia 

hedge-Morrell, a member of the new Orleans City Council.  

discussion will be based on the questions that are the 

focus of the curriculum, such as “Who are we as a country?” 

and “Who do we want to be?”

sam Pollard, collaborator with Lee on the “Levees” 

documentary, also will speak at the event.

The 100-page curriculum will be distributed free of 

charge by TC Press to 30,000 high school, college and 

community educators along with a dvd copy of the film 

made available by hBO. The project is supported by the 

rockefeller Foundation. additional support will be provided 

online at the Levees Web site:  www.teachingthelevees.org, 

which was created and is maintained by the TC edLab at the 

Teachers College Gottesman Libraries. v

save the date!
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Community

I SPI…A New Curr  iculum  
         Advisor in Town 
TC’s Student Press Initiative expands from classroom writing projects to 
helping special interest public high schools flesh out their missions

For the past four years, TC’s Student Press Initiative 

(SPI) has collaborated with teachers and students 

from urban public high schools, youth detention 

centers and even other countries, helping students go 

public with their stories through professionally bound 

books, readings and staged performances. Now, SPI has 

expanded its focus to become a primary curriculum advisor 

to small, mission-driven high schools in New York City.

SPI currently provides professional development to 12 

schools, offering intensive training in school vision mapping, 

co-created curriculum development in collaboration with 

faculty and staff, and designing student projects that 

demonstrate schools’ missions in action.

“As a growing number of small schools in New York 

City cluster around specialized interests, SPI helps flesh 

out that focus through specially designed curricula and 

project-based learning,” says Erick Gordon, SPI Director. 

“For example, at the Academy for Young Writers, a new, 

specialized high school in Brooklyn, we’ve created a pub-

lishing project in which all 108 ninth graders interview 

and write profiles of working writers in their community—

from novelists working on books to ministers working on 

sermons—to help the students see how the mission of their 

school is enacted in the world.

“Where in the past our partnerships with schools 

might amount to several days spent in classrooms, now 

we’re present for nine months, designing and implementing 

a curriculum and supporting teachers as they teach writing 

in ways that go straight to the heart of the school’s culture.”

In these “whole-school” partnerships with several New 

York City schools, Gordon says, SPI is finding that the 

deliberate curriculum planning and support for teaching 

writing is paying off in student interest and achievement. 

These whole school partnerships include the New York City 

Lab School, Millennium Art Academy and Heritage High 

School. The Institute for Student Achievement (ISA) is also 

collaborating in some of these whole school partnerships. 

A leading school redesign partner, ISA helps create small 

autonomous schools, and personalize and improve the 

learning environment in large comprehensive high schools. 

Established in 2003 by Gordon and TC’s Enid & Lester 

Morse Chair and Professor of English Education, Ruth Vinz, 

SPI’s model in the past has been to work with individual 

teachers and all the students in a particular class, regardless of 

skill level, to write publishable work out of their curriculum 

projects. Taking an assignment related to the curriculum, 

students create a piece of writing to reflect their learning over 

time and carry the piece from inception through revision 

and, finally, to production. Ultimately, the class designs and 

produces an anthology of its work that is sold commercially, 

including within the public school system for use as a teach-

ing tool in other classrooms. Past SPI projects include a series 

called Killing the Sky, an annual volume of memoirs by young 

prisoners at Rikers Island; Speak to Us of Work: Bronx Oral 

Histories, an anthology of stories of community elders by elev-

enth graders at Millennium Art Academy; About Face: Portraits 
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of Activists , a journalism series from Beacon High School pro-

filing New York City social activists; and many others.

SPI’s efforts to occupy a more central role in school 

curricula are fostering more definitive interest from 

partnering schools in how to make writing a vital aspect of 

their curriculum. Among its current projects:

created an online resource and published an anthology, 

Small Schools, Big Questions: A Student-Led Inquiry into 

High School Redesign. 

In addition to working with these and other students 

in the metropolitan area, SPI’s work has begun to take root 

not only outside of the City, but even outside the country via 

former SPI volunteers who bring the concept with them. 

After working with SPI interviewing students at 

Rikers Island correctional facility, Bill Lundgren created a 

program at the educational rehabilitative resource, Long 

Creek Youth Development Center, within Maine’s state-

wide correctional setting. After TC student teachers and 

instructors interviewed students at Long Creek on topics 

ranging from their childhoods through the events that 

led them to the center, transcripts of the interviews were 

provided to the students to assist them in writing their 

stories. An event held in Maine in late March featured 

readings from the culmination of their work, Smoke Signals: 

Oral Histories from Long Creek.

I SPI…A New Curr  iculum  
         Advisor in Town spi director erick gordon (above) introduces Writers Unblocked, 

written by ninth graders from new york’s academy of young 
Writers, at a reading by the authors in Milbank Chapel (below)

C o n t i n u e d  o n  pa g e  1 9

• New York City Lab School ninth graders produced an 

audio CD of rap songs and an accompanying book of 

lyrics about socially relevant issues in their lives based 

on their study of Romeo and Juliet. In the process, they 

compared how both Shakespeare and rappers use devices 

like imagery, hyperbole, allusion and metaphor to both 

entertain and critique society. Lab School seniors worked 

with SPI to create a symposium from genuine research 

topics stemming from the students’ own experiences. 

• A similar project was undertaken by tenth grade students 

at the Institute for Media and Writing at the Bayard Rustin 

Educational Complex in Manhattan. Students interviewed 

people with varying perspectives on questions such as 

“How do you avoid getting caught up in peer pressure?” and 

“Do you have to go to college to be successful?” The result is 

an anthology titled For Every Voice, A Different Truth. 

• At the Pablo Neruda Academy, a new small school 

within the Stevenson High School Complex in Region 

2 of the Bronx, 20 seniors investigated and offered their 

own perspectives on New York City’s small schools 

movement. They visited small schools, spoke to leading 

educational reformers, hosted a roundtable discussion, 
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As the mother of three children, however, O’Neill 

has limited time and mobility to lead the revolution. 

So earlier this past spring, at the urging of a friend, she 

investigated the new online master’s degree program in 

Computing and Education that TC will offer for the first 

time this coming fall through a collaboration between its 

Department of Math, Science and Technology, Center 

for Technology and School Change (CTSC) and Center 

for Educational Outreach and Innovation (CEO&I). 

O’Neill says she was “thrilled” at the course offer-

ings—“Equity, Ethical, and Social Issues in Educational 

Technology”; “Telecommunications, Distance Learning, 

and Collaborative Interchange”; “Computers, Problem 

Solving, and Cooperative Learning”; “Technology and 

School Change” and others—and 

the faculty (Howie Budin, John 

Black, Ellen Meier, Bob Taylor 

and others), and was more thrilled 

still after exchanging emails with 

Budin, who organized the pro-

gram and brought together its 

various technology platforms. 

“There are many excellent 

applications avai lable  for 

different purposes related to 

online learning,” says Budin, 

Co-Director with Meier of 

CTSC. “For instance, we’re planning to use an online 

course platform for some functions, like asynchronous 

discussion; a live Web video meeting application; and our 

library’s PocketKnowledge for group storage of files.” 

Budin adds that TC’s Gottesman Libraries team 

is working with CTSC on the program’s Web site and 

on digital tools for students’ use in conducting library 

research; Academic Computing is facilitating licenses and 

management of new software; and the program was designed 

in collaboration with TC’s program in Communication, 

Computing and Technology in Education. 

“We’ll also have a blog for program participants, for 

exploring themes beyond the courses,” he says. “We’re 

hoping to create a sense of community within the whole 

program that helps students 

learn from each other and share 

information about what they’re 

doing in their teaching. And 

we’re hoping that graduates of 

the program will continue to 

participate in this community.” 

On one level, the new 

venture does not signify any 

massive change. After all, TC 

has been offering online courses 

for many years, and its Intensive 

Master’s Program in Computing 

Curriculum

tC ’ s  o n l i n e  M a st e r ’ s  C o n t i n u e d  F r o M  pa g e  1

going live  the College’s first online master’s program—
Computing and education—uses technology developed by 
tC faculty
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and Technology has been producing technology leaders 

for the past two decades. 

Yet the new degree program is the first ever offered 

online by the College in any subject—and that makes 

ensuring its quality an even greater priority than usual. 

“We want to be absolutely certain that in any 

distance learning experience offered by TC, the content 

and the experience are every bit as rich as they would be 

in the classroom,” says Associate Dean Bill Baldwin. “The 

Computing in Education program is a good way to test 

the waters, both because the medium fits the message, 

and because many of the necessary elements were already 

in place. By taking them online, we’re building on 

the intellectual capital of the faculty and the dynamic 

potential of the technology itself.” 

In fact, Budin argues that there are dimensions to 

online learning that the traditional classroom experience 

can’t match. 

“We know from research and experience teaching 

online that asynchronous discussion forums produce 

wonderful writing,” he says. “When students have the 

chance to look back over other people’s contributions to 

a discussion, and to think about what they want to say 

before they post it, the result is often much more reflective 

and substantive than what they might say in a face-to-face 

discussion. Asynchronous, written discussion forums add a 

valuable dimension missing from in-person classes.” 

What about 

the advantages 

of being in class, 

knowing your 

classmates, meet-

ings in the halls 

and cafeteria, or 

speaking in class? 

Budin believes the 

gap can be bridged 

through platforms 

like Blackboard, 

Moodle or TC’s 

Classweb, and also 

Adobe Connect 

for live video web 

meet ings .  For 

techies like O’Neill, being on the “bleeding edge” of such 

new cyber territory is part of the education process—and 

part of the fun. 

“It is my hope that this program continues to nourish 

my love of technology and sharpens my skills in the area 

of technology leadership,” she wrote in a recent email. 

“As an agent of change, I would love to see children 

using technology as they engage in higher order thinking 

skills, to creatively solve problems and expand their 

horizons.” v

unique BeneFits  Center for technology 
and social Change Co-director howie Budin 
argues the pros of online learning



in-residence summers at TC (which, 

in turn, bracket a 450-hour internship 

at the schools where students are cur-

rently employed) include titles such 

as “Practicum in Conflict Resolution,” 

“Program Development: Teaching, 

Learning and Assessment” and “School 

Law and Ethics.” Students create elec-

tronic portfolios of their work that 

remain active for three years after they 

graduate.

Above all, SPA envisions the 

principalship as a mix of chief cur-

riculum shaper, instructional leader, 

community advocate and other roles 

that require knowing more than just 

how to track a budget. 

Consider Drago-Severson’s 

course, “School Leadership for 

Adult Development.” In it, Drago-

Severson—author of Helping Teachers 

Learn: Principal Leadership for Adult 

Development (Corwin Press), which 

won the National Staff Development 

Council Award in 2004—combines 

her own insights with those of the 

pioneering cognitive psychologist Jean 
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For anyone ever “sent down-

stairs” as a kid to tremble before 

the majesty of the throne, the 

group of future school leaders that 

Craig Richards was leading through 

exercises in Milbank Chapel one hot 

July morning last summer looked 

decidedly un-principal-like. 

“Listen to the space around the 

bell,” intoned Richards, Director of 

TC’s Summer Principals Academy 

(SPA), to the 40-odd young men and 

women sitting cross-legged with their 

eyes closed. Later, Richards made it 

clear that the exercise was more than 

just a relaxing warm-up.

“Think carefully about the differ-

ent self-awareness techniques we’ve 

used,” he says. “Choose one to commit 

to for practice.”

Why is a program to prepare 

principals teaching self-awareness?

The short answer, according to 

Richards, is that leaders need to be 

self-aware—that self-awareness has in 

fact been documented by researchers 

as a core leadership skill that underlies 

the ability to empathize, communicate, 

build teams and make decisions—and 

that the practice of “mindfulness” is a 

way to clear one’s thoughts and achieve 

the emotional detachment necessary 

to deal objectively with one’s own 

responses as well as those of angry, 

frustrated or hurt people.

“Business schools teach this all the 

time,” Richards says.

The longer answer is that, in gen-

eral, SPA gears its students to work on 

the cutting edge. Staffed by nation-

ally recognized TC faculty such as Ellie 

Drago-Severson, an expert on profes-

sional development for educators; Jay 

Heubert, a leading authority on high-

stakes testing; and Bob Monson, who 

has led school districts in New Jersey 

and Minnesota, it also draws upon the 

talents of 16 coaches who themselves are 

former principals and superintendents 

from innovator cities such as Boston and 

Allentown, Pennsylvania. It holds job 

fairs for organizations such as Edison, 

Urban Assembly and Achievement 

First. Courses offered during the two 

Principals for 
Success
TC’s Summer Principals Academy is equipping its students to function as true 
educational leaders

 TC & school LeadershipIn
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Taking the Law in  
her Own hands
At the tender age of 27, TC SPA alumna Mariela 
Graham is designing a school themed around 
criminal justice. She’ll be its first principal, too. 

For most of the students in the TC summer Principals academy, the 

assignment to design a proposal for a new school is basically an 

exercise in setting priorities—a chance to briefly live the fantasy 

all educators have of full control over their environment and to answer 

the question: In an ideal world, what would I really try to achieve?

For Mariela Graham, however, the experience was a revelation. “One 

thing we talked a lot about in sPa was leadership style—how some people 

would fit best turning around a failing school, while others would be 

strongest maintaining a high-functioning institution.  I realized that 

what I could do best was plan a school 

from scratch.”

Of course, opportunities to start new 

schools don’t come along every day, 

especially when you’re 27 years old 

with just five years of teaching under 

your belt. But Graham, a bilingual duke 

university graduate who emigrated to the 

u.s. from Peru when she was a little girl, 

is not your typical 27-year-old. slight 

and not much older-looking than many of her future students, she is nev-

ertheless formidably organized and has a resumé that already includes 

teaching three different subjects at two different schools—including 

one for Latin american immigrant children whose educations have been 

interrupted—mentoring first-year teachers, serving as a sixth grade team 

leader and running an after-school program to prepare students taking 

new york City’s entrance exam for specialized small high schools. she’s 

also a new mom.

Fate seemed to be calling, then, when Graham learned in november 

2006 that the urban assembly needed a last-minute replacement to 

an sPa Graduate at Work
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Piaget and her own mentor, Harvard 

scholar and Piaget disciple Robert 

Kegan, into a nuts-and-bolts primer 

on how to guide not only teachers but 

also staff and parents through ongoing 

learning and growth.

Among Drago-Severson’s prem-

ises are the belief that adults never stop 

growing and that true growth is an 

increase in one’s cognitive and emotion-

al capacities, which influence how one 

relates to others and how one relates to 

oneself. She offers four key leadership 

practices for supporting adult growth: 

“teaming” (engaging adults in situa-

tions where they must work together); 

providing them with opportunities to 

lead; ensuring that they engage in a 

shared dialogue about their own and 

each other’s assumptions, convictions 

and beliefs; and mentoring. 

The ultimate result, she says, will 

be that adults grow through these 

practices and that, over time, they will 

become more “self-authoring”—that is, 

to take a stance for their own beliefs; to 

engage in conflictual conversations to 

preparing prinCipals  
Craig richards, director of the 
summer principals academy 

sPa aLuMna MarIeLa GrahaM 

FOunds a neW sChOOL
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achieve better results for schools; and 

to take ownership of their work.

“Most adults lack self-authorship, 

but it’s not their fault,” she says. 

“Research shows that developing 

them to grow requires that we create 

environments and relationships that 

combine a high level of support with 

a high degree of challenge. Schools 

and school leaders can do this. 

And the practices that inform my 

learning-oriented model pave the way 

for this kind of support for adult 

development.”

The course on “Data-based 

Decision Making,” co-taught by 

Richards and his former student, 

Brian Perkins, similarly blends 

the forward-looking with the 

pragmatic.

“With the new account-

ability structure in education, 

principals and their schools are 

under greater pressure than ever 

to deliver results,” says Perkins, 

now a professor and department 

chair at Southern Connecticut State 

University and also president of the 

school board of New Haven.

But how to determine what pro-

grams are going to get results with 

your particular students?

“Just like a doctor, you don’t want 

to make those decisions based on a 

snapshot. Yes, you respond to emer-

gencies and other critical moments, 

but you also want to be tracking the 

patient—and possible therapies—over 

time. You don’t want to be prescribing 

Tylenol for lung cancer.”

The course teaches students how 

to make sense of data both on stu-

dents and interventions—say, different 

methods for boosting achievement in 

reading or math—and to analyze the 

effectiveness of those methods for dif-

ferent types of students.

“This is what a lot of superinten-

dents say they wish their principals 

could do,” Perkins says. “In the past, 

it’s been the people in the central office 

making sense of this kind of infor-

mation and then directing the build-

ing-level people. That’s resulted in a 

one-size-fits-all approach. Now we’re 

preparing people at the building level 

to do that analysis and then deal with 

the central office to get the resources 

they need.”

“We’re trying to break the mould—

and you can spell that word either 

way—that exists in school leadership 

today,” says Jon Drescher, hired in June 

as SPA’s Associate Director (see accom-

panying story on page 14). “These are 

relatively young people who are still 

willing to say that business as usual isn’t 

acceptable.”

Indeed, the graduating cohort 

from 2005–06 of 45 students (more 

than half of whom now hold school 

leadership positions) included an 

assistant principal from an alterna-

tive charter school in New Jersey; a 

teacher from New York City’s water-

themed Harbor School, which will 

soon be situated on a former military 

base out in New York Harbor; a 27-

year-old, soon-to-be-novice principal 

charged with fleshing out the mis-

sion of a girls’ school themed around 

criminal justice; a teacher from an 

impoverished public school district in 

the Mississippi Delta; and many oth-

ers. All of them seemed smart, 

committed and eager to take 

what they’d learned back to 

their home communities.

“Eighty-five percent of our 

students come from the 100 

Broad Cities,” says Richards, 

referring to the 100 urban school 

systems deemed eligible to com-

pete annually for the $1 mil-

lion Prize in Urban Education 

offered by philanthropist Eli 

Broad. “So we aren’t simply 

serving New York—and it’s clear that 

the people we train are going to influ-

ence a much larger pool.” The program 

will double in size beginning in 2008, 

accepting 100 SPA fellows per year. All 

of which, Richards says, “is contribut-

ing to make us a very big player in the 

principal preparation field.”

It’s clear that Richards is proud of 

SPA’s rapid growth. But he’s prouder 

still of its potential. “I have great faith 

in our graduates’ ability to improve 

the lives of urban schoolchildren,” he 

says. “We’re truly reengaging urban 

schools in a meaningful way.” v

“We’re trying to break 
the mould—and you can 

spell that word either 
way—that exists in school 

leadership today.”
— s pa  a s s o C i at e  d i r e C to r  J o n  d r e s C h e r
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Wing Sue’s lecture, “Racial 

Microaggressions as Impediments 

to Race Relations,” focused on the 

everyday, dismissive snubs toward 

m i n o r i t i e s — of t e n  p e r f o r m e d 

unconsciously—that negatively 

impact race relations. To Wing 

Sue, a central reason for these 

microagress ions  l i e s 

in people ’s  dif fering 

perceptions of reality. 

“Whites ’  worldview 

is so predominant that 

it tends to be invisible 

to them,” he said. “As a 
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result, whites often don’t realize 

how their attitudes affect their 

individual behavior or the feelings 

of others.”

Wing Sue’s lecture, “Racial 

Microaggressions as Impediments 

to Race Relations,”  focused 

on the ever yday,  dismissive 

snubs toward minorities—often 

performed unconsciously—that 

negatively impact race relations. 

To Wing Sue, a central reason 

for these microagressions lies in 

people’s differing perceptions of 

reality. “Whites’ worldview is so 

predominant that it tends to be 

invisible to them,” he said. “As a 

result, whites often don’t realize 

how their attitudes affect their 

individual behavior or the feelings 

of others.”

Wing Sue’s lecture, “Racial 

Microaggressions as Impediments 

to Race Relations,”  focused 

on the ever yday,  dismissive 

snubs toward minorities—often 

performed unconsciously—that 

negatively impact race relations. 

To Wing Sue, a central reason 

for these microagressions lies in 

people’s differing perceptions of 

reality. “Whites’ worldview is so 

predominant that it tends to be 

invisible to them,” he said. “As a 

result, whites often don’t realize 

how their attitudes affect their 

individual behavior or the feelings 

of others.” ³
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run its as-yet-unscripted school 

for Criminal Justice—an all-girl, 

combined middle and high school 

that is scheduled to open in fall 

2007. Whomever was chosen would 

need to complete the new school’s 

application and ultimately deter-

mine how best to use the theme of 

criminal investigation as the basis 

for shaping the institution and its 

curriculum.  

“I  had to ask myself  if 

this was really something I 

could throw my heart into,” 

Graham recalls.  “I  loved that 

the school was going to be 

all  girls,  and that it  would 

have a chance to reach stu-

dents as early as in the sixth 

grade. But I  wasn’t sure at 

first about the theme. The 

urban assembly didn’t want 

a school that trained girls to 

be police officers, and I  cer-

tainly agreed with that, but 

they did want an acknowl-

edgement of the post-9/11 

world of crime and terrorism, and 

I  wasn’t sure about that slant.”

Graham’s 50-page proposal, 

which won her the job, could serve 

as a model for other small “theme” 

schools in new york and nationwide 

that are struggling with how to ful-

fill their various themes in mean-

ingful ways. so could the school’s 

planning team, which included 

teachers, university professors, 

parents and students. The focus 

that has emerged is, by Graham’s 

own description, a “balancing act” 

that honors the idea of criminal 

investigation on a literal level while 

also using it in the service of a far 

broader aim: teaching students high-

level analytical skills that will enable 

them to get into top colleges and win 

demanding “knowledge-sector” jobs.

“Let’s remember that kids are 

going to be choosing this school when 

they’re 11, and while criminal inves-

tigation may sound cool then, they 

may want to do something entirely 

different by the time they’re 17,” 

Graham says. “so I’ve interpreted 

the idea of criminal investigation 

as a metaphor for the use of logic 

and evidence in supporting ideas. 

To convict anyone of a crime, there 

always has to be evidence, like on 

‘Law & Order’—and it’s the same in an 

english class. If you say, ‘this char-

acter represents Jesus,’ you’ve got 

to have a logical presentation, using 

evidence from the text.”

students will be allowed one elec-

tive each year that truly does 

relate directly to law and crime, 

yet also builds classic academic 

skills. For sixth graders, it might 

be a “crime in the news” course 

that hones their understanding of 

current events and their ability to 

read non-fiction texts—a skill that 

many colleges find lacking in new 

arrivals.

“Think of the stories that ran in 

every paper when saddam hussein 

was executed,” Graham says. “Kids 

knew it was happening, but 

if you asked why and who he 

was, most had no idea.”

In the upper grades, elec-

tives will  fall  into one of 

three subject areas—foren-

sic science (which Graham 

sees  as  an opportunity 

to  bui ld  math and sci-

ence skills and confidence 

among girls);  criminology, 

focusing on the sociologi-

cal aspects of crime; and 

law and justice, which will 

explore the legal system. all 

are being developed and taught 

with university partners.

as the school prepares to begin 

sharing space on July 1 with 

Montauk Junior high school in 

Borough Park, Brooklyn, there is a 

sense that Graham, too, is finally 

coming home.

“Originally, I wanted a career in 

education policy,” she says. “now, 

I feel that the most exciting part of 

working in education is being right 

there in the school building.” v

“I’ve interpreted 
the idea of criminal 

investigation as a 
metaphor for the use 
of logic and evidence 

in supporting 
ideas.”
— s pa  a lu M n a  M a r i e l a  g r a h a M
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I n his new office on the second floor of Zankel hall, 
the people who have influenced Jon drescher are 
present in talismanic form. The name plate from 

his father’s office door. a pair of tap dancing shoes 
that belonged to the entertainer savion Glover, who 
was a student of drescher’s when he was principal 
of the Junior high school for the Performing arts 
in harlem. a review by New York Times critic John 
O’Connor of a radio show drescher did for some years, 
called “a Trip through the 20th Century with Music.”

There’s no object representing Bob Greenhill, 
drescher’s own fifth grade teacher at Ps 139 in 
rego Park, Queens, but perhaps that’s because 
Greenhill is so present in drescher’s mind that object 
representation is unnecessary.

“Greenhill was the first male teacher I’d ever 
had,” recalls drescher, who in June was named 
the new associate director of the Teachers College 
summer Principals academy (sPa). “Most of the other 
teachers in the school were typical of the 1950s—

Channeling the right  
role Models 
Jon Drescher’s approach to leadership began with his teacher in fifth grade

rigid, not very creative. he was amazing. he loved 
sports, so he worked that into what we were doing 
in class. he loved storytelling, so he worked that in, 
too. he took us on cool field trips—I remember once 
on a saturday, we went to Philadelphia for the day, 
and the bus broke down and we were stuck out on 
the road side for nearly five hours. and he kept us 
occupied just with who he was. When that year was 
over, we were heartbroken—but it stayed with us the 
rest of our lives.”

Twenty-five years after he finished fifth grade, 
drescher was working as the principal of Todd school 
in Briarcliff Manor, a public school in Westchester, 
when he discovered that one of his best friends 
from childhood was the school’s special education 
coordinator. They got to talking and quickly 
discovered that they both had consciously modeled 
themselves as educators after Bob Greenhill.

“We decided we had to find Bob and tell him 
how much he’d meant to us,” drescher recalls. “This 
was pre-Google, so it took us a few years to do it, 
but we finally found him down in Florida. he was 
amazed—really moved. and it turned out he was 
coming up to new york the following week, so the 
three of us agreed to meet for lunch. My friend and 
I got really worried—what if he wasn’t as great as we 
remembered him to be? Well, it turned out he was 
even better. I ended up inviting him back to school 
where I was holding a staff meeting. and he got up 
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helping the Best Learn 
From each Other
The Cahn Fellows Program matches top NYC principals up with the best 
teachers: their peers 

Most professional development programs—

whether in education or any other field—

market themselves as offering knowledge their 

enrollees lack and are therefore willing to pay for. 

The Teachers College Cahn Fellows Program for 

Distinguished New York City Principals takes the opposite 

tack.

“We pay for our Fellows to come here, and the 

assumption is that they have all the knowledge,” says 

Krista Dunbar, Program Director. “Our role is to support 

them in sharing that knowledge with each other. We offer 

them guidance, but based on what they identify as their 

needs, rather than what we assume those needs to be.”

That makes a lot of sense when you consider that the 

Cahn Fellows are the best of the best—top New York City 

public school principals chosen for their track record of 

prior success and their com-

mitment to improving their 

schools as well as their own 

effectiveness. Created in 2002 

with funding from Charles and 

Jane Cahn, the 15-month pro-

gram selects new Fellows every 

year in March, who, while 

continuing as principals, come 

together every other month at 

TC for study group sessions 

in which they work on chal-

lenges they have identified in 

their own schools. (During the 

initial summer, there also is a 

more intensive gathering at TC and a field trip to the Civil 

War battlefield at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.) At the end 

of the program, the Fellows present the interventions they 

have devised for their schools as a result of the challenge 

project at a one-day forum for practitioners, experts and 

policymakers.

Both the challenges and the approaches devised to 

meet them are wide-ranging. For example, Cahn Fellow 

Patricia Minaya, principal of the Urban Assembly School 

of Business for Young Women, has implemented a “100 

Percent Respect” campaign to address what she saw as a 

lack of basic politeness and mutual respect among both 

students and teachers at the school. 

“We’re a new school, so it’s really important that we 

get that ethos in place in our culture,” Minaya says.

At the Millennium Art Academy, Principal Maxine 

Nodel has worked on setting 

and maintaining strong expec-

tations—both academically 

and socially—for her students, 

who share with five other 

schools the building on the 

Adlai E. Stevenson Campus in 

the Bronx.“

Some of the other schools 

in the building have had per-

formance and behavior issues 

with their students, and 

with no geographic bound-

ary between them and us, it 
Cahn FeLLOWs PrOGraM dIreCTOr KrIsTa 

dunBar (CenTer) WITh KaThLeen hayes (LeFT) 

and KrIsTIn JeFFersOn C o n t i n u e d  o n  pa g e  1 �
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that point, the Confederates turned and ran.”
The lesson? “For me, it was that when you’re in 

a position of leadership, sometimes you have to be 
fearless. you have to hold the line. Because if you’re 
not, then later on you won’t be able to make difficult 
decisions in order to advance the organization.”

Geager has had ample opportunity to put that 
lesson in practice. during the Cahn program, he heard 
visiting faculty member richard elmore talk about 
the importance of promoting distributed leadership 
and developing internal accountability systems, and 
ultimately Geager decided to make those aims his 
action research challenge. 

“at my school, the teachers in each grade 
form teams and select team leaders from among 
themselves. They self-manage. One of my big concerns 
was how to make these teams more accountable 
without using that word, because it’s a word that 
scares them. They hear it and they think, ‘If I don’t 
perform, it will be documented, I’ll be fired. and if 
my students don’t perform, it will reflect on me.’” 

Geager’s approach was to ask the grade teams 
to list their 10 priorities for improving student 
performance, and then choose the top three for 
long-term measurement. The request was, in itself, 
something of a reality check that forced teachers 
to focus on the art of the possible. For example, 
his ninth grade teacher team initially proposed 
“increasing students’ self-awareness” as one of 
their priorities.

I t may not have been what he expected when 
he first applied to the program, but one thing 
hector Geager learned during his 15 months as a 

Teachers College Cahn Fellow was that he has a lot in 
common with a union army Civil War General named 
Joshua Chamberlain. That revelation came during the 

Cahn Fellows’ trip to the battlefield at Gettysburg, 
where Geager—principal of Manhattan village 
academy school—learned that Chamberlain, against 
overwhelming odds, had staved off a Confederate 
attack that would likely have turned the tide of the 
War’s pivotal battle.

“The union army was losing and the Confederates 
were on the verge of breaking Chamberlain’s line—and 
if they did, the entire union defense was going to fall 
apart. But Chamberlain kept his men fighting, and 
when they ran out of ammunition, they charged. at 

hold That Line! 
When it came to changing his school, a bit of Civil War history 
inspired Hector Geager to stick to his guns 
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becomes especially important to set standards,” Nodel says. 

“That’s a growing issue around the city, as more and more 

campuses house multiple schools.”

At the Manhattan Village Academy High School, 

principal Hector Geager has worked to create an internal 

accountability system consisting of teaching teams that 

prevent teachers from “decoupling”—that is, from simply 

closing their doors and working alone, apart from coordi-

nated school-wide efforts. (See story on page 16.)

And Sana Nasser, principal of Harry S. Truman High 

School in the Bronx, has focused on increasing the number 

of students who get promoted from the ninth to the tenth 

grade. 

“That’s a key age group, 

because it’s been shown that 

when students don’t earn 

enough credits coming out of 

the ninth grade, they’re much 

more likely to drop out later 

on,” Nasser says.

Cahn Fellows also select 

and mentor new principals, 

known as Cahn Allies—and 

many serve as mentors through 

other programs as well. (For 

example, nine of 10 mentors 

in a New York City principals’ 

union program for assistant 

principals are former Cahn 

Fellows.)

“One of the major prem-

ises of the Cahn Fellows 

Program is that principals need 

a safe space where they can 

come together and speak freely,” says Dunbar, who previ-

ously taught at Frederick Douglas Academy in Manhattan, 

after which she earned an M.B.A. from Baruch College and 

worked as a market research analyst. “And that’s as impor-

tant for our alumni as for our current Fellows, because 

these are jobs where typically no one is going to pat you on 

the back, either above you or on your own staff.”

In fact, Dunbar has made the care and feeding of Cahn 

Fellows alumni one of her signature initiatives since she 

took over as head of the program this past fall. “Including 

the current cohort”—at 29, the program’s largest ever—“we 

now have 107 principals who have received the Fellowship. 

We definitely want to preserve the connection with 

them, because both they and we did a lot of hard work 

to bring them together. Our Fellows write six essays, get 

two recommendations and are screened by four different 

people, including representatives from TC’s faculty, from 

Replications and from New Leaders for New Schools [pro-

fessional development organizations]. So even after they’ve 

finished the program, we bring them back for roundtables 

and presentations, and we try to continue support for their 

challenge research and imple-

mentation.”

Program coordinator 

Kristin Jefferson has taken on 

an initiative to help current 

and former Fellows recruit 

teachers by posting job list-

ings in their schools on the 

program Web site. And in 

their efforts to build a sense 

of community among present 

and former Fellows, Dunbar 

and her team—Jefferson and 

graduate assistant Kathleen 

Hayes—also are creating a 

database of the research proj-

ects conducted by Fellows 

during the program. Hayes, 

a doctoral student in TC’s 

Leadership, Policy and 

Politics program who previ-

ously taught high school English in Chicago, currently is 

cataloguing all past projects across five categories—school 

culture, professional development, parental involvement, 

curriculum and instruction, and distributed leadership.

“We want each new cohort to be able to learn from 

work that’s already been done,” Hayes says. “Because our 

Fellows really do have a huge amount of knowledge, so 

there’s no reason for anyone to reinvent the wheel.” v

C a h n  F e l lo W s  C o n t i n u e d  F r o M  pa g e  1 �

“Our role is to 
support them in sharing 

knowledge with each 
other. We offer them 

guidance, but based on 
what they identify as 

their needs, rather than 
what we assume those 

needs to be.”
— C a h n  F e l lo W s  p r o g r a M  d i r e C to r  
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and told my entire staff, all 110 of them, what an 
incorrigible kid I was. Which was true, I was always 
in trouble. I wrote an article about him afterwards 
for Education Leadership, and his wife told me that 
he keeps it on his door, and that no one gets into his 
house without reading it.”

But drescher’s Bob Greenhill story doesn’t end 
there. he’s still channeling the man, only now with 
the broader aim of inspiring others to follow his 
example. drescher previously worked at a harvard 
non-degree program for current principals, and the 
feeling constantly voiced by the attendees, he says, 
was that they “felt like they were in a box, trying to 
break out or get support for what the research or their 
own gut was telling them.”

he has signed on with sPa, he says, because, as 
a degree program, it offers a tremendous opportunity 
to shape the approach of younger professionals who 
are not yet principals.

“We don’t want to throw the baby out with the 
bathwater, because there are good ideas and people 
at even the worst schools. But we do want to raise the 
bar, and most importantly, get beyond the idea of just 

running schools to achieve high test scores.”
Certainly test scores are important, he says. at 

Prospect hill academy, a public, multi-campus K-12 
charter in Cambridge and somerville, Massachusetts, 
where drescher was the head of school for several 
years, the school was one of only 10 statewide at 
which all tenth graders passed the MCas (the state’s 
standardized test) on the first try. The achievement was 
even more impressive given the school’s multilingual 
student body (Portuguese, spanish and haitian Creole 
were among the main languages spoken), 60 percent 
of which were eligible for free and reduced lunch. 

“That was great, and we certainly talked it up, 
but I was much prouder of the fact that these were 
nice kids who were really engaged in school, who 
did community service and who all went to college,” 
drescher says. “above all, they had a very high level 
of social and cultural awareness. so while test scores 
are important, if we can create educational leaders 
who also understand the human dynamic and who take 
the time to self-actualize, they can support other 
constituencies in their schools in doing the same 
thing.” v

“I told them it was a great goal, but that 
it’s really not something teachers are equipped to 
measure—it’s more appropriate for psychologists or 
social workers—and they agreed,” Geager says. 

Instead, the teachers focused on more concrete 
deliverables like getting students to complete 
their autobiography profiles and pass the Living 
environment regents exam. But then Geager posed 
an additional challenge: What was the recovery plan 
going to be? That is, what would the teachers do when, 
inevitably, some students didn’t meet those goals? 

“They came up with a plan to meet with those 
students one-on-one in our after-school program and 
provide them with additional support,” Geager says.

not everyone responded well to Geager’s initiative. 
a few teachers left, and there were others who were 

initially resistant. But a core group bought in and the 
rest eventually followed their lead.

Today, Manhattan village academy is the city’s 
top-ranked “regular” school (that is, among non-
specialized small schools) in terms of preventing 
students from becoming over-aged and under-
credited. It was also recognized by new york state in 
2005–06 as being among the top schools that have 
contributed to closing the achievement gap.

“I’m grateful to the Cahn Fellows Program, 
because I was inspired to feel that making these kinds 
of changes is worth doing. It gave me the courage to 
hold the line and not fear the reactions of some of 
the teachers,” Geager says. “and today, I think they’re 
glad, too. Because while before, we were a good 
school, now I think we’re an exceptional one.” v
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different perspective to her students. 
Helou has no regrets about the time she took between degrees. “I’ve 

come back to TC in a position of strength,” she said. “If I decide to be an 
administrator, how amazing will it be that I can say ‘I spent 15 years in a 
classroom; I know exactly what you’re going through.’” 

This time, though, Helou’s not taking a break—she started as an offi-
cial Ph.D. student in behavior analysis two days after her commencement 
speech. She just published her first journal article, on writer immersion, 
which will be published in the Journal of Early and Intensive Behavior 
Intervention, and presented her work at a conference in San Diego. 
However, she’s taken to heart some advice from Greer, a devoted long-
distance runner: “It’s not a sprint, it’s a marathon.” v

TC’s Campaign for Educational Equity will hold its third annual 
symposium on November 12th and 13th at the Cowin Conference Center. 
The topic will be “Equal Educational Opportunity and the Courts: 
Reassessing the Impact of Law on School Policy.” Among the presenters 
are Lani Guinier of Harvard Law School; Ted Shaw of the NAACP Legal 
Defense and Educational Fund; former New Hampshire Governor Jeanne 
Shaheen; John Greaney of Massachusetts’ Supreme Judicial Court; Eric 
Hanushek of the Hoover Institution; TC’s own Jay Heubert; Tom Hehir of 
Harvard’s Graduate School of Education; and Campaign Executive Director 
Michael Rebell. They will reassess the role of law and litigation in promoting 
equal educational opportunity in light of developments in recent years—and 
recent months—in school desegregation litigation in the federal courts, 
education adequacy litigations in the state courts and the implementation of 
federal statutes such as the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act.  

For details, visit The Campaign Web site at www.tcequity.org. v

ya s M i n  h e lo u  C o n t i n u e d  F r o M  B a C k  C o v e r

Another former SPI consultant and TC graduate, Allison Stimmler, 
developed a similar project for her students while teaching at the University 
of Sarajevo for the 2004–2005 academic year while living in Bosnia on 
a diplomatic assignment with her husband. The essays in Facing Memory, 
written in English by her third-year students at the time, grew out of the 
assumption that writing in an academic setting can and ought to be more 
than a traditional argumentative essay graded merely as a product on an 
end-of-year exam. Students practiced various pre-writing techniques, wrote 
several drafts, read each other’s drafts, offered advice and critical suggestions, 
revised their pieces several times, and finally polished their work into 
publishable memoirs.

For details about these and upcoming programs coordinated by SPI, 
visit their Web site at www.publishspi.org. v
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yasmin
helou

“Begin with that most terrifying of all things, a clean slate.” 

Yasmin Helou gave that advice—the words of author 

Anna Quindlen—to a crowd of TC master’s students at 

commencement on May 15, and it could well stand as a description 

of her experience at Teachers College. A 1995 TC graduate with a 

fulfilling position working with emotionally disabled students in the 

New Rochelle school district, she nevertheless felt that she needed 

more from her scholarly life. With the support of Doug Greer, TC 

Professor of Psychology and Education, she came back to catch up on 

where the science of behavior analysis had progressed in more than a 

decade and is now racing on to her Ph.D. 

The change has come with sacrifices. To move forward with 

dissertation work, Helou felt she needed to work in a research-based 

school using Greer’s model, Comprehensive Application of Behavior 

Analysis to School (CABAS). That meant leaving her position in 

New Rochelle to work with eighth graders in a special education-

only school. The students are older and the milieu is different, but she 

believes her experience with general education allows her to bring a 
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Teachers College students come from widely 

varying walks of life, but Michael Feyen, 

who spoke at the afternoon master’s degree 

ceremony in May, may stand alone in having previ-

ously worked as a car salesman. 

“It was the worst experience of my life,” Feyen 

said. “All of the stereotypes you’ve heard about car 

salesmen? They’re true.” 

But Feyen did bring to bear that experience, 

along with his time in Germany training business-

people for assignments in English-speaking coun-

tries, on his studies at TC in applied linguistics. 

In Germany, he realized that in trying to relate to 

foreign markets, businesspeople faced cultural prob-

lems as much as language problems. He analyzed the 

background language used in daily business practice 

and wrote his thesis on whether knowledge of busi-

ness content helped adults learn a new language. 

His conclusion: it benefited high- and low-achieving 

students, but not those in the middle. 

Feyen says that TC gave him an additional wealth 

of experience, both in and out of the classroom. He 

cited experiences such as meeting the Dalai Lama, 

getting advice from Dr. Ruth Westheimer and liv-

ing with a diverse collection of roommates who, he 

joked, were “the four other men” at TC. 

None of those experiences did anything to help 

him get a degree, he said, but they did help him get 

an education. v

Michael 
Feyen
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