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LEADERSHIP
Leadership “K”

(From Kibera to Kalamazoo):
Myneke Douglas and Rob Oakleaf ’01 

at Ministry with Community
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A central component of the Kalamazoo College mission is to prepare graduates to provide enlightened 

leadership in a richly diverse, increasingly complex world. 

This issue of LuxEsto explores what this commitment means. Four distinguished faculty—leaders on 

campus and off—discuss the relationship between what we do here—in the classroom and outside 

the classroom—and how our students learn to lead. The feature stories show the leadership aptitude 

of our alumni in action in a variety of fields, including politics and the bench (Alexander Lipsey ’72), 

education (Sarah Slack ’97), arts management (Melissa Eddy ’74) and the Civil Air Patrol (Amy Courter 

’83). Sophomore Darwin Rodriguez’s story illustrates just how such aptitude develops. 

Each of these stories suggests that effective leadership requires competence, character, and empathy. 

Competence presumes knowledge of a broad range of relevant information coupled with the ability 

to think critically and analyze problems—the very skills (measured by the Collegiate Learning 

Assessment) that “K” develops to degree unmatched by other colleges. (Be sure to check out our CLA 

results at http://www.kzoo.edu/ir/.)  Strength of character combines courage, resilience, and a level of 

self confidence that enables the leader to seek and appreciate the strengths and talents of others. These 

are the very characteristics that are developed on study abroad and through intercollegiate athletics, and 

they are well illustrated by the stories of Erin Charnley ’02, Harold Decker ’67, Jim Heath ’78, and Si 

Johnson ’78.  Great leaders are empathetic. Like Rob Oakleaf ’01, they take an interest in others and see 

our common humanity where many may not recognize such kinship as readily. Our alumni prove the 

value of a “K” education—that rare confluence of intense academics with an array of experiential  

opportunities unmatched in variety, quality, and integration.

A “K” education transforms students, and they do more in four years so that they can do more in a 

lifetime to make a difference.  Your support will enable us to make significant investments to create 

a deeper and unparalleled academic experience, to invest in capital projects that affect every aspect 

of campus life, and to make “K” a laboratory of intercultural living and learning with a more diverse 

community of students and faculty.

Because of your support, Kalamazoo will continue to be one of the best colleges in the nation, this year 

and for years to come. Thank you!

Yours sincerely,

Eileen B. Wilson-Oyelaran, President

Dear
ALUMNI, FAMILIES OF STUDENTS, 
AND FRIENDS OF KALAMAZOO COLLEGE:



12 Twice Blest

Alexander Lipsey ’72 has applied his 

concept of leadership—helping others 

identify issues and solutions—to legislative 

politics and judicial service.

16 Dreaming the Possible 

Sarah Slack worked hard to move from 

environmental leader to educational leader—a 

move made possible, in part, by “what ‘K’ College 

does to you.” 

21 Julie Mehretu Makes a Self 

Julie Mehretu ’92, one of the world’s foremost 

contemporary painters (and one of two alumni 

MacArthur geniuses), talks about her work and “K.” 

26 Leadership Education  

The National Commander of the Civil Air Patrol 

loves to make a difference. The development 

of that quality, and her leadership skills, she 

attributes to “K” experiences—academic, athletic, 

and experiential. 

28 Music Maker

A $77-million project takes more than a manager. 

This one required an arts leader, fresh off a career 

change.  

PLUS, leadership and athletics, and 

the importance of the Angell Field Complex 

upgrade; alumni awards and other Homecoming 

2010 highlights; a visit to the Nairobi study 

abroad program (three of our featured leaders did 

foreign study in Africa); four faculty leaders on 

the subject of leadership; class notes, and more.

Correction: In the Class Notes section of the Fall 

2010 issue we misspelled the name of Virginia 

(Stafford) Anderson Van Peenen ’33. We apologize 

for this error.    

Rob Oakleaf believes much of 

leadership skill is innate, a matter 

of a person pursuing his or her 

passion. His 

passion is for social 

justice and helping 

people repossess their humanity. 

Story on page 18.
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Kalamazoo College claims to prepare students to provide enlight-

ened leadership in a complex world. One of its most recent 

endeavors is a center for social justice leadership. We asked four 

professors in different disciplines about the relationship 

between leadership and the liberal arts and received 

answers as diverse as they are interesting.

Hannah McKinney, professor of economics and 

business, traces her impulse for public service leadership to her days 

as a high school student (High Point, North Carolina), when she 

served as a youth commissioner in the Johnson Administration’s 

Model Cities Program. The experience prompted her lifelong interest 

in why cities work—or not—and what makes them work better. It 

sparked her study and work in urban economics, public finance, and 

urban planning. She began teaching at “K” in 1989. She served as 

a Kalamazoo City Planning Commissioner from 1991 to 1997, the 

year she began her service on the Kalamazoo City Commission. She 

has served as vice mayor from 1997-2005 and from 2007 to today. 

From 2005-2007 she was mayor of Kalamazoo.

Does a liberal arts education make 
better leaders?
“Liberal arts is leadership preparation.  The liberal arts enables 

people to think about complex problems in complex ways. A 

leader is someone who understands multiple dimensions of an 

issue and addresses the issue in ways that reflect its complexity. 

Approaching a complex problem in a simplistic way is guaranteed 

to fail—or worse. It creates disillusionment and cynicism that make 

the problem even more intractable. This simplicity is reflected in 

today’s political discourse of the far right and the far left. The ideas 

that devolve from this discourse tend to be destructive—‘tear it all 

down, throw everyone out.’ The breadth of the liberal arts makes 

students see the futility of simplicity. In fact, it’s an inoculation 

against simplicity.”

What’s the best undergraduate class you 
ever took for leadership development?
“For me there wasn’t one course. It was the combination of 

economics and philosophy courses that most shaped my thinking 

on effective leadership. Economics is all about the productive 

resources of the world, but it neatly excludes issues of power 

and morality. Philosophy is all about contemplating the human 

condition—matters of power, fairness, morality, and existence. For 

me, the combination was essential to leadership development.”

What class that you teach best develops 
leadership skills in “K” students? 
“Kiran Cunningham [professor of anthropology] and I are team 

teaching a new senior seminar called ‘Social Justice Leadership.’ 

We put a call out to seniors who are campus leaders—on student 

commission, in student organizations, on athletic teams. The class 

focuses on how social justice leadership differs from other forms of 

leadership. Sometimes people who see themselves as leaders begin 

to reduce the notion of leadership to effectively running a meeting, 

or organizing an event. The skills required to do that are more a 

matter of facilitation or management. Leadership that results in 
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systemic changes that create social justice in the world is a new 

concept, even to effective facilitators and managers. The rewards 

are not as immediate, and the skills are different. It requires the 

ability to understand and appreciate relationships between people 

and institutions, to build allies, to make strategic interventions, to 

reflect critically on success and failure, and to change strategies in 

mid-stream.”
•••

Associate Professor of Chemistry Laura Furge has a definition of 

scientific leadership that’s as precise as it is concise: long hours 

and mentorship of others. “Scientific leaders are willing to give up 

their time on the projects that drive them in order to help other 

scientists,” explains Furge. “They are truly involved in giving 

confidence to other, often younger, colleagues—though this quality 

of leadership crosses generations.” In addition to the many students 

she mentors, Furge also serves on the editorial board of Biochemistry 

and Molecular Biology Education, evaluates undergraduate poster 

sessions for the American Society for Biochemistry and Molecular 

Biology, attends numerous workshops on student education, and 

reviews tenure files of professors at other institutions, a form of 

professional collegial mentorship. Like she says, “long hours.”

Does a liberal arts education make 
better leaders?
“Small liberal arts colleges excel in mentorship across disciplines. 

Many of us are familiar with the quantitative research that shows the 

disproportionate number of students from small liberal arts schools 

that go on to earn a terminal degree in the sciences. I believe more, 

and more effective, mentoring occurs at such schools. At Oberlin, 

I took only one course in math in my four years, but that teacher 

knew me, and she recommended me for a prestigious program 

at Duke University. I had a religion professor—whose seminar I 

didn’t take until my senior year—who offered to assist me to get 

into a graduate school religion program. At liberal arts schools, the 

professors get a sense of who you are beyond your grade in their 

classes. That fact, and the breadth of courses, fosters enough self-

confidence to accept leadership roles.”

What’s the best undergraduate class you 
ever took for leadership development?
“My freshmen fall introductory chemistry class, and it started with 

a stumble. I was top of my class in high school, but so seemed 

everyone else in this class. On my first exam I got a ‘C,’ and I 

thought I was going to die. Everyone who received a ‘C’ or lower on 

that test had to meet with the department chair, who happened to 

be teaching the class. He gave to me, and the others in my situation, 

the standard lecture about needing to improve. Some didn’t. Others 

did. I improved, but I never managed to overcome that first exam’s 

‘C’ sufficiently to earn an ‘A’ in the class. But the grade wasn’t 

that important. What did matter is the realization that I needed to 

adjust and learn differently. In the past I had done my own thing 

as a student—studied alone, focused on my grade. In this class I 

began to realize I needed to contribute in class and work with other 

students, and those adjustments were an opportunity for leadership. 

You have two choices when confronted with a bad grade—give up or 

make adjustments. And leaders don’t give up. But adjustments can 

be complex, more than just a matter of ‘study harder.’”

What class that you teach best develops 
leadership skills in “K” students?
“I hope every class I teach offers opportunities for 

leadership. A student can go to class, take notes, 

earn a grade, and walk away. Or, alternatively, she 

can contribute, help mould the class, participate, 

and set the direction of the course. I’ve seen brilliant students who 

contribute little or nothing. And I’ve seen less gifted students make 

a class a better place for all. To speak up and contribute in class is 

often a risk. To move from one’s comfort zone can seem a sacrifice. 

And to think of other students, their goals, and help them reach 

those goals is the epitome of scientific leadership.”

•••

For several years Associate Professor of Psychology Karyn 

Boatwright and her psychology students have studied the factors 

that positively or negatively affect the future career leadership 

aspirations of Kalamazoo College women students. “We found 

that first-year ‘K’ women conceptualize leadership as a more 

traditional, autocratic construct, but, by the time they leave ‘K,’ 

they view effective leadership as a blend of the relational and task-

oriented approaches.” This blend of leadership, known by several 
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names—“balanced” or “social justice” or “feminist”—is certainly 

more in demand in today’s progressive organizations, according 

to Boatwright. However, she adds, “Our research data indicate 

that the ‘K’ experience tends to solidify more of the autocratic 

leadership behaviors than relational leadership behaviors, 

suggesting that the College can improve its leadership education 

and development to assist students to prepare for progressive 

leadership models.”

Does a liberal arts education make 
better leaders?
“There are faculty and staff members and ‘K’ experiences that 

solidify balanced leadership behaviors. In our qualitative interview 

data gathered over the course of four years, student participants 

informed us that programs such as LandSea and service-learning 

teach—through education and practice—the relational and task-

oriented leadership behaviors that inspire teamwork, collaboration, 

and mutual communication and reflection to set and achieve goals. 

Many perceive relational behaviors as weak, too touchy-feely, or 

evidence that a leader simply lacks the courage or skills to lead 

authoritatively. But balanced leaders are required (and do) assert 

themselves when the situation demands decisive thinking and 

decision making. In many classes at ‘K,’ we assign group work 

but too frequently assume that the entire group is working collab-

oratively when in fact one student has stepped in to assume the 

position of the autocratic ‘take charge’ student leader. Often we 

reinforce this student’s assertive behavior instead of working with 

her or him in developing a more collaborative style. Students who 

assume this role are internally reinforced since they are 

able to control the entire group project and ‘control’ 

their own destiny. This student often completes signifi-

cantly more tasks and spends significantly more time 

on the project. This student is reinforced by the group 

grade as well. More recently, I try to make certain that my assigned 

group project includes time to discuss aspects of a healthy balanced 

leadership style. Both sets of leadership skills are encouraged instead 

of simply encouraging the task-oriented leadership behaviors.” 

What’s the best undergraduate class you 
ever took for leadership development?
“For me athletics—basketball and softball—provided the best 

teaching and practice in leadership. I couldn’t autocratically shape 

and control teammates’ behaviors, but I could encourage us to 

come together, set team goals, communicate honestly, and inspire 

each other to reach those goals. As captain, I learned that there were 

times when I needed to make a decision, or needed to provide critical 

feedback to teammates, or organize practices when the coach was 

unable to attend. Effective leaders must be relational, but they must 

also be willing and able to assume task-oriented traits when needed.” 

What class that you teach best develops 
leadership skills in “K” students?
“Every year I participate in a student-led research team. It’s not a class. 

The leader or co-leaders (this year’s are Leigh Ann Ulrey and Andrea 

Pothoff) are senior psychology majors, and the subject of our research 

is leadership. With the facilitative help of the co-leaders, the group 

sets goals (for example, to present our research findings at a regional 

or national conference). I’m part of the team, and am assigned work 

by the group leaders. It’s a laboratory for leadership, allowing students 

to practice leadership as they complete leadership research. Assuming 

the role of the ‘follower’ (or ‘subordinate’ or ‘servant’) allows me to 

experience leadership styles from the employee’s, or subordinate’s, 

perspective. Although I detest the labels ‘follower,’ ‘subordinate,’ or 

‘servant,’ the concept is important. One must be an excellent team 

member to be an effective leader. A skilled leader must empower 

the team member, or employee, to make meaningful contributions 

to the organization, to remain loyal to the organization, and to 

experience self-growth as a result of working in a particular job or 

with a particular team. As a team member, I am able to experience the 

leadership behaviors of my student directors and offer what I hope is 

meaningful feedback throughout the research process.” 

•••

BOATWRIGHT
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David Barclay, the Margaret and Roger Scholten Professor of 

International Studies, continues in his role as executive director of 

the German Studies Association, an organization of some 1,800 

members, mostly college professors and a few graduate students. 

He’s served in that post for five years. “A leader tries to make 

things happen for other people,” says Barclay, “and he or she does 

this by encouraging a democratic consensus in the organization.” 

Also important for Barclay is “reminding myself that I am there 

for the organization, and not the other way around. The organiza-

tion was there before me, and it will be there after me”—a healthy 

humility that helps a leader realize that he or she is not indis-

pensable. Barclay not only considers this manner of leadership 

effective, but also enjoyable. 

Does a liberal arts education make 
better leaders?
“I’m a contrarian when it comes to the liberal arts and ‘leadership’ 

training. In fact, I am wary of the very concept of ‘leadership’ in a 

democratic society, and in my view we spend too much time talking 

about ‘activism’ (itself a politically loaded term, especially if people 

knew or cared about its history) and ‘engagement.’ If I had the time, 

I’d write an article titled something like ‘In Defense of the Ivory 

Tower.’ As I think about it, I’ve always been this way. I really hated 

the Boy Scouts, and, to my dad’s eternal dismay, I quit after making 

it to the rank of Star. I couldn’t take our Scoutmaster’s crypto-fascist 

tirades about ‘leadership.’”

From what sources derives your wariness 
of “leadership?”
“From two sources—one as an educator, the other as a historian. 

We live in a society that values frenzy and worships the frenetic—

from birth to death. And in this busy timeline occurs four under-

graduate years, a window—perhaps the only window—for a 

person to reflect on life. The prime mission of a liberal arts college 

is to provide that window because, as Plato quotes Socrates: ‘The 

unexamined life is not worth living.’ For such examination we need 

to stop the frenzy in order to read, study, and think. What I call the 

‘cult of leadership’ demands activism and engagement in order to 

justify and prepare people for the constant state of frenzy to follow. 

If students wish to become engaged with social and political issues, 

that’s of course fine; but I don’t think it’s part of the core mission or 

the central purpose of the liberal arts.

“20th-century history also makes me wary of ‘leadership.’ It’s 

riddled with the bloody residue of people who were devoted 

to the cult of leadership, a phenomenon that lends itself to an 

out-of-control social engineering. The human consequences 

have been horrific.”

What courses that you teach best provide 
students the critical wherewithal to 
withstand the beguilement of leadership?
“I do my best to never express my political views in my classes; 

I want students to develop their own interpretations of the past. 

That said, I doubt that anyone who takes my course ‘The French 

Revolution and Napoleon’ would see Robespierre as 

anything other than a tragic monster. He started as 

an early activist on behalf of the dispossessed and 

poor but became a ‘leader’ who loved humanity but 

hated human beings. He was the prototypical social 

engineer, and his society would be based on virtue. The way, of 

course, was paved in blood.

“In a letter to his soon-to-be wife, Josephine, just after his conquest 

of northern Italy, Napoleon wrote, ‘I have tasted power and I shall 

never relinquish it.’ Lord Acton said that power corrupts, and 

absolute power corrupts absolutely. Both Robespierre and Napoleon 

were corrupted absolutely. My courses are not about leadership 

development. Instead, they contribute to students’ becoming human 

beings who learn to examine their lives in the Socratic sense—and 

part of that becoming is to reflect critically on problematic 

aspects of ‘leadership.’”

BARCLAY

David Barclay
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LEADERSHIP

David Barclay, the Margaret and Roger Scholten Professor of 

International Studies, continues in his role as executive director of 

the German Studies Association, an organization of some 1,800 

members, mostly college professors and a few graduate students. 

He’s served in that post for five years. “A leader tries to make 

things happen for other people,” says Barclay, “and he or she does 

this by encouraging a democratic consensus in the organization.” 

Also important for Barclay is “reminding myself that I am there 

for the organization, and not the other way around. The organiza-

tion was there before me, and it will be there after me”—a healthy 

humility that helps a leader realize that he or she is not indis-

pensable. Barclay not only considers this manner of leadership 

effective, but also enjoyable. 

Does a liberal arts education make 
better leaders?
“I’m a contrarian when it comes to the liberal arts and ‘leadership’ 

training. In fact, I am wary of the very concept of ‘leadership’ in a 

democratic society, and in my view we spend too much time talking 

about ‘activism’ (itself a politically loaded term, especially if people 

knew or cared about its history) and ‘engagement.’ If I had the time, 

I’d write an article titled something like ‘In Defense of the Ivory 

Tower.’ As I think about it, I’ve always been this way. I really hated 

the Boy Scouts, and, to my dad’s eternal dismay, I quit after making 

it to the rank of Star. I couldn’t take our Scoutmaster’s crypto-fascist 

tirades about ‘leadership.’”

From what sources derives your wariness 
of “leadership?”
“From two sources—one as an educator, the other as a historian. 

We live in a society that values frenzy and worships the frenetic—

from birth to death. And in this busy timeline occurs four under-

graduate years, a window—perhaps the only window—for a 

person to reflect on life. The prime mission of a liberal arts college 

is to provide that window because, as Plato quotes Socrates: ‘The 

unexamined life is not worth living.’ For such examination we need 

to stop the frenzy in order to read, study, and think. What I call the 

‘cult of leadership’ demands activism and engagement in order to 

justify and prepare people for the constant state of frenzy to follow. 

If students wish to become engaged with social and political issues, 

that’s of course fine; but I don’t think it’s part of the core mission or 

the central purpose of the liberal arts.

“20th-century history also makes me wary of ‘leadership.’ It’s 

riddled with the bloody residue of people who were devoted 

to the cult of leadership, a phenomenon that lends itself to an 

out-of-control social engineering. The human consequences 

have been horrific.”

What courses that you teach best provide 
students the critical wherewithal to 
withstand the beguilement of leadership?
“I do my best to never express my political views in my classes; 

I want students to develop their own interpretations of the past. 

That said, I doubt that anyone who takes my course ‘The French 

Revolution and Napoleon’ would see Robespierre as 

anything other than a tragic monster. He started as 

an early activist on behalf of the dispossessed and 

poor but became a ‘leader’ who loved humanity but 

hated human beings. He was the prototypical social 

engineer, and his society would be based on virtue. The way, of 

course, was paved in blood.

“In a letter to his soon-to-be wife, Josephine, just after his conquest 

of northern Italy, Napoleon wrote, ‘I have tasted power and I shall 

never relinquish it.’ Lord Acton said that power corrupts, and 

absolute power corrupts absolutely. Both Robespierre and Napoleon 

were corrupted absolutely. My courses are not about leadership 

development. Instead, they contribute to students’ becoming human 

beings who learn to examine their lives in the Socratic sense—and 

part of that becoming is to reflect critically on problematic 

aspects of ‘leadership.’”

BARCLAY

BOATWRIGHT

David Barclay
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On Convocation 2010… 

Dear Dean [Sarah] Westfall [Vice President for Student 

Development and Dean of Students]:

M y wife and I just arrived home after attending convocation 

[September 15].  I wanted to express my thanks to you and the rest 

of the College staff.  The last time I was on a college campus for the 

“first day” was when my parents dropped me off at school in 1980.  

I remember my folks helping me carry my belongings up to my 

dorm, my mom made my bed, and then they went on their way.  My 

wife and I appreciated the discussions, forums, and receptions, as 

well as the convocation ceremony itself that Kalamazoo made 

available for us to attend—it really helped us get a better 

feeling for the College, and the experience that our son 

Jacob is going to have there.  When Jacob decided to 

go to Kalamazoo (he made his decision shortly after 

attending one of the admitted students’ weekends last 

April), I really wasn’t certain if it was the right choice for him.  

Obviously none of us know with certainty how Jacob’s time with 

you will work out, but after yesterday’s events and his LandSea 

experience I am very confident that “K” is the right place for him.  

Dropping Jacob off for LandSea was really our “first day” of 

college—letting him go, dealing with the anxieties and emotions 

of sending him off to school, etc.  (And I refer to my wife’s and 

my anxieties and emotions—Jacob seemed perfectly fine with the 

whole thing.)  So when we saw him before convocation, it was  

amazing to hear not only about his outdoor experiences, but also 

about the friendships he had already formed with the kids in his 

patrol.  Tuesday night and Wednesday he was spending time with 

his new friends pretty much like they had been together for years.  

I think he was glad to see us when we came up, but it was pretty 

clear he wanted to spend time with his new social circle (which is 

the way it should be).  Anyway, the point I wanted to make was that 

leaving him after convocation was much easier, because we: (1) felt 

good about the things you and your associates shared with us, and 

(2) knew that he already had a group of friends to help with his 

transition to college.

One last thing I wanted to share—when we dropped Jacob off 

for LandSea, you said that the kids will have “changed” from the 

experience.  After spending some time with Jacob over the last two 

days, I asked him if he thought he had changed in any way as the 

result of his trip.   His response was something like: “No, in fact, I 

think I am more comfortable now with who I am than I was before 

the trip.”  It was probably the most insightful thing I have ever heard 

him say. I don’t think he would have ever said that had he not gone on 

that trip.  He may not think he has changed, but it was clear he had.

Steve Berenson ’84 

A tribute to Madame Dale… 

Dear Editor:

I was deeply saddened to hear of the death of Mme. Dale. 

She had a special place in my heart and was a professor I truly 

admired. There were two things I remember very distinctly about 

Mme. Dale. She was very demanding as a professor, and I always 

had great respect for her on that account. In her view, French 

was just as rigid a discipline as any other offered at Kalamazoo 

College. I always considered it a privilege to take French and, 

especially, to be in her classes. And I always knew that sloughing 

off was not an option. Whenever I went home for the holidays, 

invariably, I would spend 

more time boning up on 

French than any other subject 

I might be taking that quarter. 

Second, I remember so well 

her collapsing on the quad 

when learning of the assassina-

tion of President Kennedy on 

November 22, 1963. Many of 

us, as students, didn’t know 

how to react to this news. We 

were looking to cues from the 

faculty regarding the serious-

ness of that tragic event. More 

LEttERS
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than anyone else, Mme. Dale conveyed to me, and others around 

me, how momentous that turn of events would prove to be for our 

generation and 20th-century America.

Bruce Benton ’64

ON Chokwe Lumumba… 

To the Editor:

It was a pleasure to read about the success of Chokwe Lumumba 

in the Fall 2010 issue of LuxEsto.

During the fall of 1988, my senior year at “K,” I met and interviewed 

Mr. Lumumba in Detroit. I was working on an English SIP about 

the black student movement at “K,” and that interview was essential 

to my paper.  He must have found it amazing that a 21-year-old 

white kid was interested in the black student movement, but he was 

completely gracious and forthcoming.

Current “K” students may find this hard to believe, but the College’s 

quiet campus was the site of some rather raucous demonstrations 

in 1968—the most dramatic event was when the Black Student 

Organization occupied Mandelle Hall for several days. The BSO 

presented a list of demands, such as more black professors and a 

wing of a dormitory set aside for black students, as conditions of 

their departure from Mandelle. I don’t remember how many of these 

demands were met, but the occupation ended peacefully.

As the LuxEsto article noted, the events of that year led Mr. 

Lumumba to a career in civil rights and law. But what the article did 

not mention was that Mr. Lumumba has been remarkably successful 

in defending hundreds of black (he would call them New Afrikan) 

defendants in major cases ranging from murder to assault to armed 

robbery. He is truly a hero to many individuals who otherwise 

would not have stood a chance in court.

Ed Avis ’89

the Sustainability SIP 
Symposium… 

Dear Editor:

Thank you very much for the coverage in the Fall 2010 issue 

of the inaugural Sustainability Senior Individualized Project 

Symposium last April.  The Sustainability Guild, along with the 

Environmental Studies concentration, 

was honored to be able to showcase the 

green research of so many seniors at one 

time.  This collaboration of the Guild 

with faculty and students to organize an 

event featuring eleven seniors’ research 

projects—through presentations and 

posters—along with a keynote address 

on corporate social responsibility by 

Chris Dragisic ’99 of Conservation 

International, is a great example of how 

the Guilds bring together students, 

faculty and staff, alumni, and community 

partners around the important interdis-

ciplinary professional issues of the 21st century.  We 

invite others interested in participating in any of 

the five Guilds—Sustainability, Business, Health, 

Law, and Justice & Peace—to learn more at our 

website:  https://reason.kzoo.edu/ccd/guilds.

Joan Hawxhurst, Center for Career 

and Professional Development

LETTERS
SPRING11
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AT HOME IN THE WORLD…

English major Laura Fox ’10 couldn’t wait to return to France (she 

studied abroad in Strasbourg her junior year). She applied to the 

Teaching Assistantship Program in France and was accepted and 

placed in Bar-le-Duc, at the Académie de Nancy-Metz, where she 

teaches English in primary schools! Below is an excerpt from a 

recent letter she sent to Gail Griffin, the Ann V. and Donald R. 

Parfet Distinguished Professor of English. 

Dear Gail:

I arrived in France on September 23rd, amidst nationwide strikes 

that caused two-thirds of the scheduled trains to be canceled that 

day, including mine to Bar-le-Duc, which inauspiciously marked the 

beginning of my adventures in France.  Needless to say, I eventually 

made it to my little town and settled into my apartment, which is 

basically an attic garret, minus the creaky floorboards and drafts, 

fortunately.  But it does have a slanted ceiling which my head 

has still not learned to avoid.  It also has a little kitchenette that 

challenges me to come up with creative and varied dishes using just 

a mini fridge and a hotplate.  So far, I’m still not sick of pasta. 

 

My actual job is such a delight, and I find myself wishing that I 

worked more than just 12 hours a week.  (Although part of that 

wish arises out of sheer boredom.)  I’m an English assistant in 

three primary schools, and my students range from five to 12 

years old.  The youngest kids are learning how to say, “My name 

is...”  “How are you?”  “Where do you come from?” The oldest kids 

are only just beginning to string together sentences 

on their own.  My role varies.  In some cases, I don’t 

have to plan anything for classes—teachers will simply 

ask me to assist them with pronunciations or ask me to 

talk about life in the U.S.  In other cases, I’ll be asked to 

bring in or make up a song or a game relating to the subject that the 

teacher will be teaching.  And in one case, I have my own class!  This 

class is by far my favorite, because I get to teach them whatever I want 

(following the guidelines for their grade level), and I’ve come to know 

these kids a lot better than kids in my other classes. 

 

But wherever I teach, I’m regarded as quite the celebrity, albeit a 

confusing one.  Most kids don’t understand the difference between 

English speakers from England and those from the U.S.  Allow me 

to translate a conversation I just had today with one of my 12-year-

olds during a discussion of Guy Fawkes Day (the teacher, like the 

students, didn’t quite grasp the concept that I, as an American, 

know little to nothing about this English holiday).

 

“Do you live in the Houses of Parliament?”  Marie asked me.

“Do I live IN them?”  I repeated.  “No, no one lives in 

them.  Besides, I’m from the United States.”

Marie looked at me quizzically.  “You’re not English?”

“No, I’m American,” I said. (A statement I have made many times.)

“But you speak English,” she said, more of a statement than a 

question.

“Yep.”

“Well, that just doesn’t make any sense,” she said, with such deter-

mination that I couldn’t even think of an adequate rejoinder.

So far, I’m still enjoying singing “Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes,” 

“The Hokey Pokey” and “The Wheels on the Bus.”  However, I’m 

sick to death of Halloween, but I think (I think) my last lesson on 

that will be tomorrow.  Even though it’s cute when the kids call 

ghosts “goats,” and they will forever be incapable of pronouncing 

“pumpkin,” enough is enough.    

 

I’m planning on seeing lots of Kalamazoo friends who are scattered 

around Europe over the holidays, including some of the former 

international students from “K” who used to be my teaching 

assistants.  Funny how that works.  But it’s so nice to know that 

wherever I am, I’m always surrounded by “K” friends.  I keep 

thinking about one of the College’s mottos—“At home in the 

world”—and I realize how true it actually is.  It’s a comforting 

thought when I’m thousands of miles away from Illinois and 

Michigan, the other two places I call home. 

 

If you’d like to read more about what I’ve been up to, check out my 

blog at http://www.anenglishmajorinfrance.blogspot.com. I’ve been 

updating it fairly regularly, and I hope it doesn’t offend the French 

too badly.

Laura Fox ’10 

Letters
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      eadership       
       Secrets of 
       Darwin 

…not the 19th-century 

naturalist; rather, the 21st-

century aspiring anthropologist…

For Darwin Rodriguez ’13, leadership is, first and foremost, a matter 

of “getting out there!” And his “participation” résumé at Kalamazoo 

College would be an impressive accomplishment of four years, let alone 

its actual four quarters. 

The sophomore anthropology and sociology major is: student commis-

sioner and Student Commission Secretary of Records (both elected 

positions); member of Kaleidoscope (the student organization devoted 

Darwin with fellow Posse Scholars
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Darwin in 
Philadelphia at a 
campus program-
ming conference 

to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered student identity issues); 

Vice President of the Student Activities Committee; a deliberative 

dialogue facilitator for the Arcus Center for Social Justice Leadership; 

an ACSJL focus group participant; student conduct advisor (a liaison 

and “ombudsperson” role between the administration and students 

charged with code of conduct violations); K-Crew member (the 

Admission department’s ambassadors to prospective students and 

their parents); and Posse Scholar. (The Posse Foundation identifies, 

recruits, and trains public high school students with extraordi-

nary academic and leadership potential, many of whom might be 

overlooked in tradition college selection processes. Rodriguez was 

part of the first 10-member Posse—from Los Angeles—to enroll at 

“K” in September 2009.)

The opposite of all this activity is “passivity,” which Rodriguez calls 

“one of the deadly sins of modern society.” And, according to him, 

it’s reaching pandemic proportions. The root causes: a disconnection 

from community (“People don’t see their particular ‘me’ as part of a 

larger ‘them.’”) and a shrunken imagination when questioning the 

effect of injustice. 

“Martin Luther King, Jr., said that injustice anywhere is a threat to 

justice everywhere,” says Rodriguez. “That means it affects me…

and you.” But realizing that requires imaginative insight. How does 

one develop acute insight? Enter the liberal arts—with its looks into 

many disciplines—and the opportunity/responsibility  

to “get out there.”  

From an early age, for Rodriguez, leadership has meant 

social justice leadership. The Los Angeles native (his 

parents are from Nicaragua) came out in the seventh grade after 

struggling with the tension between his sexual orientation and 

his identity as a young Hispanic male and his culture’s prescribed 

expectations regarding masculinity. In ninth grade he became more 

active in gay issues, joining his high school’s Gay-Straight Alliance 

(GSA). By 10th grade he had been elected GSA president, a position 

he held in his junior and senior years as well.

“I simply saw that I could run some of the stuff the Alliance was 

doing,” Rodriguez explains. He credits that confidence to several 

sources: his work in theatre; his innate interest in people, both in 

what makes them quirky and ordinary; and his parents, who always 

urged him to “get out there.”

Among his family, his two sisters, Gema and Jamie, were more 

immediately supportive of his coming out. For his parents the 

process of accepting his sexual orientation has taken longer. For 

some time, says Rodriguez, “the most they could give me was their 

silence, until they were ready to move further.” But more recently, he 

adds, particularly since he began college, their support has grown.

Rodriguez soon discovered the hard work of leading. He worked 

tirelessly on behalf of Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) 

recognition of the National Day of Silence, the April event that 

unites hundreds of thousands of students to call attention to 

anti-gay harassment in schools. Ultimately, LAUSD did not 

recognize the National Day of Silence; however, notes Rodriguez, 

many teachers and students did. As an example, he cited his 

fifth-hour class, in which the teacher and all students except one 

participated. His leadership on this issue was not without difficulty. 

On one occasion his life was threatened, and once, in the cafeteria, a 

carton of milk was thrown at him and his boyfriend.

But he never let fear control his life, and the achievements of Garfield 

High School’s GSA are the measure of his participation/leadership. 

For example, the LAUSD eventually did sanction a day of silence 

throughout the schools (including Garfield, 5,000 students strong) 

that brought together individuals of many different communities. 

To Kalamazoo College the aspiring anthropology professor (he 

won the Departmental Prize in Anthropology and Sociology 

this past fall) has brought his half-dozen “leadership secrets of 

Darwin Rodriguez.”

Darwin with  fellow Student 
Commissioners ...

Darwin
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1. A widely diverse group of friends. “Some of my friends are 

devoutly religious; others not so much. I have some friends 

who attend Yale; I have others who knew their formal education 

would end with high school graduation. I want to have friends 

whose experiences run the gamut of possibility. I want to talk 

with, and listen to, people who are different from me. L.A. is a 

very diverse place, but it’s often a compartmentalized diversity. 

I want to see the people from those compartments freely mix 

as friends, because then you can talk and achieve powerful 

change.”

2. Professionalism. For Rodriguez, this attribute is a combi-

nation of affability and respect. “I worked with an LAUSD 

administration that had closed several schools’ Gay-Straight 

Alliances,” says Rodriguez. “It was important for me to know 

what these administrators considered respectful, and act 

accordingly.”

3. Enthusiasm for the mundane. “It’s easy to excite people 

about an event, say, like the College’s ‘Monte Carlo’ Night, 

but not so easy to inspire enthusiasm about the logistics of 

bringing it off.”

4. Mediation. “My role is not to push my agenda, but rather to 

mediate a many-sided conversation that yields an outcome or 

solution in which everyone can recognize their contributions—

or at least know their voices were heard.”

5. Roadblock response. “You have to sense when a conversa-

tion has gone stagnant, and know what to do. An impasse 

often prompts a leader’s impulse to impose an idea (perhaps 

the leader’s) to break the stalemate. Instead, a good leader will 

enlist the group to decide how best to move forward.”

6. A sense of humor. “I try not to take myself too seriously, and 

I’m always looking for connections and what I call ‘levels’ where 

people feel equal…like family even. It’s at these levels we can 

explore connections and talk in a way that helps get important 

things done. A sense of humor can be a great leveler.”

To this list could be added the wisdom of recognizing that one’s 

participation/leadership can grow. It’s that opportunity that made 

“K” this Posse Scholar’s first choice of the Posse Partner colleges 

from which he could choose. That, and the name “Kalamazoo, which 

is beautiful,” says Rodriguez. The name, and the fact that “K” is the 

smallest of the schools he looked at—“so different from what I’ve 

experienced,” he adds, noting that his high school graduating class 

numbered approximately the same as the entire “K” student body.

But leaping into vastly new situations is important to him—a 

chance, he says, to “break down my sense of self and then rebuild 

it to get a better idea of who I really am.” In the process, he expands 

his circle of relationships, making his leadership more effective. 

At “K,” he can experience the phoenix-rising-from-the-ashes 

phenomenon at least one other time: “When I go 

to Thailand,” smiles Rodriguez, “which I picked 

because it will be the most foreign to me of all 

the study abroad choices I could make.”

... with Student Activity 
Committee members 

... at Homecoming

IN THE
LIGHT
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 “The quality of mercy 
 is not strain’d,

It droppeth as the 
 gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath. 
 It is twice blest:

It blesseth him that gives 
 and him that takes.”

William Shakespeare, 
The Merchant of Venice

12 

...on the campaign trail in 2000 with 

“K” student Amanda Stitt ’02 

The judge in chambers...
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alamazoo County Circuit Court Judge 

Alexander Lipsey ’72 poses the following 

question and answer: “Who becomes 

a criminal? People who give up 

trying to be better. When 

a person has lost faith 

in self, then he or she 

is lost.” Leadership may 

therefore be best defined as those actions—small or large—that we 

take to help make the world a place where no one gets lost in that 

way. It’s what we do to “help a person resurrect their self worth,” 

adds Lipsey. “Only then is there hope.”

Leadership is part of the Kalamazoo College mission statement, 

which calls for preparation of students to provide “enlightened 

leadership” to a diverse and complex world. What exactly does 

enlightened leadership do?

“Being a skilled leader means you can’t be a dictator,” cautions 

Lipsey, who served as Kalamazoo City Commissioner (1989-1995), 

Vice Mayor (1993-95), and State Representative for the 60th District 

(2000-2006).  “When I sat on the City Commission, I had all the 

solutions to the problems. But I found out that people don’t want 

to have solutions thrust upon 

them, they want to be part of a 

solution.”

Lipsey was born in a small 

town in Mississippi, but the 

family eventually moved north, 

part of a significant population 

migration from the south to 

find industrial jobs. Lipsey’s 

father had found temporary 

work in Detroit. After that job 

finished, on the return trip to 

Mississippi, near Kalamazoo, 

Lipsey’s father became ill.   

The family found an African-

American physician in town, 

and Lipsey’s father decided to 

settle his family here.

So his son grew up in Kalamazoo in the Edison neighborhood, 

which was working class and integrated. Even so, “that community 

had limited horizons in terms of sharing the promise of democracy,” 

says Lipsey. “The predominant community here is Dutch. They 

are very family oriented and supportive of their own community, 

which sometimes works not in the favor of those who are not 

Dutch. It made it difficult for some people to make headway in the 

community economically.

“Sharp socio-economic divides may persist over time. And 

substantial issues abide that inhibit an equitable opportunity at 

the American dream for everybody.” For individuals like Lipsey, 

solutions for such social issues prompt the responsibility to lead. 

An early example of Lipsey’s leadership potential occurred in 

high school. He and a friend helped organize a campaign to pass 

a school millage that had failed previously. The two organized 

25 or 30 kids to meet after school, conduct precinct walks, and 

collect funds for brochures. 

“And we were successful! The millage passed.”

A member of the Kalamazoo College Board of Trustees, Lipsey 

knows the College’s history of taking important stands and its 

value to the community.  “‘K’ helped me redefine the world and 

my place in it.”   

Relocated from his working class neighborhood to live in a 

privileged community, he became aware of other possibilities and 

other ways that a person can be talented. 

“My first class was taught by the person who turned out to be my 

favorite professor, T.J. Smith.  It was ‘Beginning Calculus,’ and he 

gave math ‘personality.’  From the first exam, I had one of the top 

scores, which validated that I needed to be there and surprised 

some of my colleagues because I was the only African 

American in the room.

“Professor Smith was a classic liberal arts professor.  

He played the viola and he made mathematics a joy 

to wrestle with. He didn’t make it easy, but he did make it a 

positive experience.

“‘K’ was a multicultural environment. In my class, different than 

in most years, there were a large number of African-American 

students, the largest group to go through ‘K’ at that point in time. 

A lot of issues were being worked through on campus, but it was in 

a context where we could explore solutions and take the solutions 

back to the community. 

“1968 was a watershed year: the Kennedy and King assassinations; the 

disillusion with Vietnam; Tommie Smith and John Carlos’ Black Power 

salute during the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City…lots of turbulence. 

Coming to ‘K’ was in some ways a refuge because you could sit and 

think and talk about those issues without it just totally erupting.”

TWICE
BLEST

...with his wife, Anne
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In the spring of his freshman year, a demonstration was held on 

campus and black students presented a list of demands to the 

administration. Whether these demands prompted action, or 

the need to make changes had already been anticipated, or some 

combination of both, the College soon hired its first African-

American professor.  

In 1970, Lipsey took even a larger stride in redefining his notion of 

the world when he and seven other students traveled to Nairobi, 

Kenya. “Rabat, Morocco, was the half-way point on Pan Am Airlines, 

which gives you some sense of the size of the African continent.” 

When they arrived, a glitch in their accommodations required them 

all to improvise for several days. “We ended up spending a few 

nights in what turned out to be a brothel. There was a lot of heavy 

breathing in the middle of the night.”  He adds, “We didn’t partake.  

“‘K’ prepared us for our foreign study experience, but nothing 

compares with actually being there.  We took classes and 

watched all of the interactions around us, picking up 

on the culture, forming relationships, and learning 

the conventions.” 

Lipsey’s experience in Kenya was largely urban. “We were 

urged to stay out of local politics, and we didn’t really get out into the 

bush. I walked around the various neighborhoods in Nairobi. There 

was a game park just outside the city limits with lots of native animals.  

Half a mile from our youth hostel was the national museum, where 

Dr. Leakey and his family were doing their work.”   

What were cultural interactions like in Kenya?  “Of course there 

were stereotypes on both sides. It was assumed that all African-

American men could play basketball, so I ended up coaching the 

basketball team.  We represented the University of Nairobi at the 

East Africa games in Kampala, Uganda, and we came in third out of 

eight teams.

“The trip from Nairobi was a grueling 12-hour bus ride during 

Christmas time.  One of the players, a student from Kenya named 

Dennis, was a pretty good point guard and played very well despite 

a minor disability.  I remember him very well because several years 

later, when I attended U of M, I saw Dennis there as I was coming 

out of one of my classes.  It turned out that he too was studying at 

the University. 

“After the games, some of my classmates decided to do some sight-

seeing, so from Kampala they traveled to the Congo.  Most of us 

went back to Nairobi. It was during that time that Idi Amin took 

power in Uganda and promptly closed the borders, so the other 

students had trouble getting back to Nairobi. In true ‘K’ form, we 

improvised a solution.” 

Lipsey graduated from “K” with a major in physics. He earned his J.D. 

at the University of Michigan. “People often assume law students are 

political science majors,” he says, “but U of M brought in people from 

a variety of backgrounds, including the arts and math.

“A law degree is really a terminal graduate degree in general studies,” 

he adds.  “To be able to solve legal problems you need a broad 

perspective and background.” He had planned to combine his 

science background and legal training to become a patent attorney.  

It was a good plan but it didn’t happen. 

The Irish poet Eavan Boland and others have spoken at some length 

about the democratization of communities and the costs of civil 

strife.  While many see the United States as the golden emblem of 

democracy, others see us as a work in progress. And Lipsey felt the 

need to be part of that work.

“A sense of the need for social justice” brought Lipsey to the 

statehouse.  His concerns?  “The blindness of privilege.”   He uses 

the metaphor of people from different parts of the United States. 

“Everyone has an accent, but people in the Midwest think they have 

no accent.  Until people realize and recognize their privilege, they 

won’t accept a challenge to their assumptions.” 

He didn’t aspire to be a leader.  “There is a tendency to place leaders 

on a pedestal, and it does everybody a disservice.”  A leader is Lipsey

Lipsey with U.S. Senator Carl Levin... ...with the Reverend Al Sharpton ...with former Governor Jennifer Granholm
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merely someone who “helps people identify their issues and identify 

alternate solutions.” And it seems every age complains of a scarcity 

of such people. 

John Adams said, in the days leading up to the Declaration of 

Independence, “We have not men fit for the times. We are deficient 

in genius, education, travel, fortune—in everything. I feel unutter-

able anxiety.”  Not exactly the veneration we ascribe to the founding 

fathers, but testament that the potential for leadership is in people 

who may not see it in themselves. 

Lipsey cites a story of men trapped in a foxhole during World War 

II.  “One of them prays, ‘Lord we are the wrong people to do this but 

since we are here, use us.’ Leadership is: I may not be the right person 

but since I’m here, I rise to the occasion, do this crazy stuff, keep 

trying and trying.  That’s how the legislature works. Finally things 

align, and you get something done. Leaders are just regular people.”

Lipsey talks about the recently rescued miners in Chile, trapped 

underground for 75 days.  “A man who had been on the job for two 

months before the mine collapse ended up organizing the group’s 

work shifts and many other details of their lives, down to making 

sure there were lights on in day-night cycles. No one appointed him, 

he just assumed the role.”

Lipsey has served in two of the three branches of government (the 

legislative and the judicial) and came very close to serving in the 

executive branch as Vice Mayor of Kalamazoo.         

His shining moments in the Michigan House of Representatives? 

“Many people point to a piece of legislation or a speech that they 

tend to be particularly proud of. I passed more bills than any 

Democrat during my time in office.”  This was exceptional consid-

ering that, as a Democrat, he was in the minority. 

He considers his best accomplishment to be “working across the 

aisle.   You have to say: ‘We can disagree about the details but you 

and I are fundamentally on the same side and we need to work 

together.’ Republicans Bruce Patterson, Jim Howell, and I showed 

how the legislature could get something accomplished.  Too often 

politicians get bogged down in their differences.”

In 2007, Michigan Governor Jennifer Granholm appointed him 

to the Kalamazoo County Circuit Court. He initially resisted the 

bench.  “Politics is business wholesale.  For example, while on 

the City Commission, I helped pass a curbside recycling program, 

which affected the group as a whole. Work on the bench is more 

retail, one by one.  Lives can be lost or saved.”

Lipsey is unsure if he’d attempt public office again. “Too much 

effort is spent 

on immediate 

changes but 

not enough on 

structural fixes 

that require 

patience.

“Consider the 

environment.  

We spend time 

looking at how 

to eradicate an 

invasive species.  

Australia figures 

that the elimina-

tion of one of 

their invasive 

species requires 

a reasonable 

time line of 50 

years.  People 

here would 

never tolerate a time line like that, but anything that is going to 

be worthwhile is going to take a lot of time.  The expectation of a 

quick fix makes it hard for anyone who wants to change things in a 

meaningful way.” 

Enduring solutions, in both government and business, may    

involve a shift away from emphasis on the quarterly 

earnings report.

“In the short period that I worked for industry, 

the one thing they prided themselves on (at that 

time) was never having a losing quarter.  It got to the point where 

everyone fixated on how to make the next quarter profitable but not 

how to make the company sustainable for the next 20 years.” 

What is the character of leadership in a judge?  What does one hope 

for from a person whose work involves matters of justice, innocence, 

guilt, and sentencing?  In Shakespeare’s great trial scene from The 

Merchant of Venice, Portia states that the indispensable characteristic 

of mercy is the fact it is given freely rather than constrained. It is 

a gift that blesses both the giver and receiver. The line seems an 

apt description for Lipsey, a man whose second nature seems the 

epitome of mercy.

TWICE
BLEST

...and enjoying a Kalamazoo 

Kings baseball game
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I
t’s almost 10 a.m. on a chilly mid-November morning 

and the windows in room 408 at the School for the 

Urban Environment are open. The room’s near stifling 

heat exits in a series of waves that blur the worn 

buildings sprouting from the concrete jungle that 

surrounds the school in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neigh-

borhood of Brooklyn, New York. 

This room is a far cry from the quiet calm of the Kalamazoo 

College campus and light years from Sarah Slack’s upbringing in 

upstate New York. 

But this room has become a happy, if unlikely, 

home for Slack.

After graduating with a biology degree from “K” in 1997, 

she pursued a master’s degree in plant biology from the University of 

Minnesota, which she earned in 2000. 

Not long after earning her master’s, she climbed aboard the Sloop 

Clearwater, an environmental education vessel on the Hudson 

River founded by folk singer Pete Seeger in 1966. Back on shore, 

she became director of the Mass Audubon’s Oak Knoll Wildlife 

Sanctuary in Attleboro, Mass.

She adored both jobs, but something was missing. “Go big or go 

home,” she said of her decision to begin teaching in the nation’s 

largest school system. “I wanted to go somewhere where I could 

make the biggest difference. This was that place.”

So Slack, 35, joined the New York 

City Teaching Fellows, which recruits 

and prepares high-quality, dedicated 

individuals to become teachers who 

raise student achievement in New York City classrooms. After a brief 

but intense summer training, participants in the program attempt 

to find teaching positions in city schools that have the greatest 

need. After two years of teaching and 20 months of evening classes, 

Slack will earn a master’s in teaching. She is pleased to be part of a 

program that allows her to use her strong background in science to 

help students in need.

And the need is great.

The students in Slack’s second eighth-grade class of the day were 

sometimes unruly, sometimes behaved, and always energetic. That’s 

par for the course for any group of 13-year-olds, but many of these 

kids come from lower income families that struggle day-to-day, 

sometimes placing the importance of education on a back-burner to 

simple survival.

Some of her students are being raised by siblings or aunts and 

uncles. One particular student whom Slack hadn’t seen at school 

for weeks told her that she wasn’t able to make it because her family 

couldn’t afford the subway fare to get her to school.

Still, at a recent parent-teacher conference night, Slack was pleased 

with the number of parents who showed up. Most were very curious 

about their kids’ education, wanting to know about homework and 

D     REAMING     the possible

“Go big or go 
home,” said Sarah 
Slack of her 
decision to teach 
in Brooklyn’s 
Bedford-Stuyvesant 

neighborhood. 

Slack
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what could be done on their end to ensure 

their children’s educational success.

“In spite of so much, I need to remember 

that all of these parents care about their 

kids,” Slack said. “They want them to 

succeed and are willing to do whatever it 

takes to make that happen.”

Slack would love to treat her students 

to the same outdoor experience that 

was provided to children on the Sloop 

Clearwater or at the nature center in 

Massachusetts. But the money just isn’t there.

During one of her planning periods, she looks out one of the 

cracked windows toward a vacant lot that’s full of trash and other 

debris and surrounded by a crooked, rusting fence. She’s thought 

about turning it into an urban garden that her students could tend, 

providing fresh produce to the neighborhood and an educational 

experience for the kids. 

Or perhaps the land could be fixed-up and turned into an envi-

ronmental sanctuary that would lure all sorts of species of wildlife. 

Native plants and vegetation could be planted. An urban oasis could 

be created, she said, carving out a small piece of green amongst the 

sprawling concrete.

It all costs money, funds that are not at her disposal. But she 

intends to keep the idea alive.  

“That’s what ‘K’ College does to you,” Slack said. “You end 

up doing more that you thought. You end up dreaming of 

what’s possible.”

Attending “K” came about by near chance for Slack. She admitted 

that she applied to the College “for the free T-shirt,” but her family 

decided to tour the campus while on a road trip to East Lansing to 

visit friends. They had toured Cornell University on their way west, 

but the school “was too cold,” Slack said.

The homey warmth of “K” was noticeable right away, Slack said. Her 

decision was easy.

“K-College was so far away from my family, but 

the quality of the professors, the study abroad 

experience, it all made me so happy I decided to 

go there,” she said.  

She did her study abroad in Ecuador, putting her close to the 

Galapagos Islands, long known for their wealth of biodiversity. She 

got to visit the islands, and experience the positive change that so 

many “K” graduates have while on their study abroad experiences, 

including the feeling you could go anywhere and be successful. 

Even a hot, steamy classroom in a poor neighborhood in Brooklyn, 

New York.

“In my life I want to have the most impact,” Slack said. “Kalamazoo 

College helped me to realize my potential to do just that.”

     REAMING     the possible

No slacker: 
After five years 
at an Audubon 
sanctuary and 
two aboard a 
sailing ship, 
Slack headed 
to class—
teaching 
middle school 
science in 
the nation’s 
largest urban 

school system. 

DREAMING
THE POSSIBLE
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Rob Oakleaf and Roosevelt 
Rogers chat in the parking 
lot, a hub of Ministry with 
Community activity.  Rogers, 
54, has been coming to 
the shelter for many years 
and says he enjoys playing 
dominos there, as well as 
eating many of his meals in 
the dining room.  Rogers, like 
many Ministry members, also 
helps out with daily chores 
around the facility.

Oakleaf and Myneke Douglas 
ready a lunch for Ministry 
with Community members.  
(The center serves about 
300 to 400 meals each day.) 
Douglas began working at 
Ministry in the fall of 2010, 
as part of Michigan’s Jobs, 
Education and Training 
(JET) program.  The JET 
program helps families who 
receive welfare assistance 
move toward financial 
independence.
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Rob Oakleaf ’01, spends his days hanging out in a 

drop-in shelter for homeless and mentally ill people.  

Fortunately, for both Oakleaf and the people who 

use the shelter’s services, Oakleaf is there because 

he is the organization’s executive director.

It’s just a short trip from “K’s” campus to Ministry with 

Community, Kalamazoo’s only daytime drop-in shelter, located 

on the north side of town.  But it’s a lot longer trip from computer 

science major to head of an agency that seeks social justice by 

bringing services to hundreds of adults in crisis every day.  It  

was a journey that took Oakleaf from Kalamazoo to Kenya, and 

from the improv stage to the classroom.  Here’s how he mapped 

the journey.

Oakleaf grew up in the comfortably middle-class Winchell neigh-

borhood in Kalamazoo.  A Heyl scholarship helped him choose 

both “K” College and a major. The Heyl is given to students 

majoring in the sciences, so Oakleaf majored in computer science, 

though his instincts would have probably led to an English major.  

He never declared a minor, preferring instead to take a variety 

of classes.  He says that some of his favorites concerned religion 

in Southeast Asia and theater, but he also took so many English 

classes that, at graduation, he won the Elwood H. and Elizabeth 

H. Schneider Prize, for being one of the best students in the 

English department who wasn’t an English major.

Oakleaf’s study abroad experience was in Kenya, where he spent 

a great deal of time in Kibera, in Nairobi.  Kibera is described as 

the second largest urban slum in Africa, and it was a very long way 

from the Winchell neighborhood.  In Kibera, Oakleaf interviewed 

refugees from southern Sudan, including men who had been child 

soldiers and who had fled the ongoing fighting in their home 

country.  His experiences in Kenya, he says, “had a profound 

impact on my understanding of social and economic dynamics 

and a direct correlation with the work I do now.”

When Oakleaf speaks to students today, he tells them not to worry 

too much about what they major in, but to explore their interests 

“while they are young and responsibility-free.” Most of all, he 

advises them to have fun.

Using himself as an example, Oakleaf admits that he “had no 

particular passion for computers,” but says that the computer 

science classes helped him understand finance – a crucial skill for 

a man who would, nine years after graduation, end up leading a 

not-for-profit organization with an annual budget of $1 million.

But first, he explored a few other routes.  Oakleaf’s first job after 

college was teaching high school at Henry Ford Academy, a charter 

school located in the Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield Village, 

in Dearborn.  (Oakleaf says that one of the bonuses 

of teaching there was the opportunity to teach at 

the same school with his mother, long-time English 

teacher Carol Oakleaf, just before she retired.)

When Oakleaf applied for a job 

teaching computer science and 

web design, he was told that he’d 

also need to teach an elective class 

and was asked what other skills he 

had.  He answered that he could 

juggle, speak a little Swahili and 

do improv (he’d been a member 

of the College’s student-run 

improvisational comedy troupe, 

Monkapult).  Interviewers latched 

onto the latter, and Oakleaf became 

Ford’s first – and to his knowledge, 

its last – improv teacher.  He says 

there was a tremendous response 
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Katie Prout, 23, 
became Ministry 
with Community’s 
volunteer coordi-
nator in August 
2010.  Shown here 
in the shelter’s 
dining room with 
Oakleaf, Prout is 
also a Kalamazoo 
College alum, 
graduating in    
2009 with a major 
in English.



to the class, particularly from students who normally struggled 

in the classroom.  In improv, Oakleaf recalls, “Every class clown 

could get an ‘A.’” He saw the class as a great opportunity to build 

relationships with students.

Oakleaf taught at Ford for three years, then started doing freelance 

work and graphic design.  He says that freelancing sometimes paid 

the bills, but the work sometimes had to be supplemented with a 

“paying job.”

One of those paying jobs was doing fingerprint background  

checks. In 2008 Oakleaf found himself fingerprinting the newly 

hired executive director of Ministry with Community, Kendra 

Stetser Rowe.

Stetser Rowe chatted with Oakleaf during the procedure and, 

hearing that he was working on an MBA program at Western 

Michigan University, she told him he’d be a good match for her 

organization.  On learning of his computer science background, 

she got even more interested, and soon Oakleaf became the coor-

dinator of finance and technology at Ministry with Community.

Two years later, in April 2010, Stetser Rowe moved on, and Oakleaf 

assumed the title of executive director.

His duties bring him into constant contact with the members (the 

term Ministry uses to refer to people who use its services), and 

Ministry staff (many of whom are former members), as well as the 

community (to whom he presents the stories, the successes, and 

the needs of the organization). 

Oakleaf believes that the skills needed to lead a not-

for-profit organization like Ministry with Community 

are not very different from those needed in the 

for-profit world.  In both cases, he says, “You make 

sure that those you serve and those who work for you are happy 

and productive.”  One of the big differences, on the other hand, is 

that “the constituents we attempt to satisfy [Ministry’s  members] 

are not who we get our income from.”

Oakleaf believes that his experiences at Kalamazoo College 

taught him many of the leadership skills he uses today. At “K” 

Oakleaf was active in the Mary Jane Underwood Stryker Institute 

for Service-Learning, where one of his projects was after-school 

tutoring for at-risk children in the West Douglas neighborhood.  

He says it gave him still another opportunity to “get to know a 

neighborhood that wasn’t my own.”

Dealing with Ministry’s members daily, Oakleaf has seen first-hand 

that the experience of being homeless or dealing with mental 

illness or addiction is dehumanizing.  He sees it as the mission of 

Ministry to try to help the members “feel human again” by offering 

basic services, such as showers and haircuts and laundry, and by 

offering activities like bingo and movies to help them escape, for a 

little while, from the circumstances of their daily lives.

Ministry with Community, Oakleaf says, is the only place in the 

area that is open every day of the year to everyone, regardless of 

their circumstances or beliefs or background.  “We welcome people 

unequivocally,” he says, “and we don’t place any barriers to the 

services we give them.”

Oakleaf is convinced that much of the skill of leadership is innate 

and related to a person’s passion.  For example, he says of himself, 

“I would be very bad at running a vacuum cleaner sales organiza-

tion,” because he has no passion for that.  But, with his passion 

for providing social justice and helping people re-humanize 

themselves, he is very good indeed at running Ministry with 

Community.

Today, Oakleaf’s home is on Westnedge Hill, and his campus is at 

Western Michigan University, where he hopes to complete his MBA 

degree in the next two years.  But a great deal of his heart is still in 

a neighborhood across town, where Ministry with Community, its 

members, and its staff look to him for the leadership he learned, at 

least in part, at Kalamazoo College.

(To learn more about Ministry with Community, call                 

269-343-6073, or visit www.ministrywithcommunity.org.)
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Oakleaf does 
much of his work 
at the treadmill 
desk he built in 
his office in the 
summer of 2010.  
He estimates 
that he racked 
up about 150 
miles in the 
first few months 
of combining 
fitness with 
productivity.
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n a recent visit to the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York, I was 

drawn to a large painting that I usually 

walk past. I had tended to ignore this 

painting—“Venus and Adonis” by 

Peter Paul Rubens—not through any 

fault of the work or its maker. It simply 

wasn’t one of my favorites. But on the day 

in question, I found myself arrested in front 

of it, a canvas eight-feet wide, nestled in a baroque gilt 

frame, and began to appreciate it. As with any other great work of 

art, “Venus and Adonis” has a complicated history. It was painted “Venus and Adonis” by Paul Rubens

Julie in her New York City studio
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in the 1630s, and was presented by the Emperor Joseph I to the first 

Duke of Marlborough. I was taken by Rubens’ expert brushwork, the 

varying evocations of different textures, the drama in the subject, 

the subtlety of the execution, and the note of humor as a tiny Cupid 

holds on to Adonis’ leg, even as Venus in her sorrow begs Adonis to 

stay. But one other thing struck me: “Venus and Adonis” was a work 

made by a recognized master for wealthy patrons.

On what, I wondered, do the wealthy spend their money in the 

21st century? Expensive cars, I supposed, and large houses. Luxury 

vacations, possibly. But, in general, nothing quite so lasting as a 

Rubens, nothing quite so imposing or beautiful or unique. Gone 

are the days of the Medici. We are too attached now to the idea of 

artistic purity, and to the idea that art is made in a sphere separate 

from that of global capital. But with these thoughts immediately 

came another, contradictory one: I thought of “Mural,” a new 

painting eighty feet long that had recently been made for Goldman 

Sachs’ new office building in Manhattan. Money had certainly 

been involved, a great deal of it, some five million dollars, most of 

which covered materials and the salaries of the famous artist’s small 

army of assistants. It was a Rubens for our time, a work made by 

a recognized master for wealthy patrons, dealing not with the old 

Roman deities, but with the modern mythologies of mapping, archi-

tecture, travel, and urban renewal. 

The artist in question is  Julie Mehretu ’92. In the years since her 

graduation, the art and art history major has become one of the 

most celebrated artists of our time. When I met her in New York for 

a conversation this past summer, I knew I was talking to a bona fide 

star. A few weeks earlier, there had been a lengthy profile of her in 

New Yorker magazine, and a few days before I met up with her, I had 

gone to the Guggenheim Museum to see her solo show “Grey Area.” 

Our conversation took place in her New York studio, a large white-

washed space on the fourteenth floor of an enormous industrial 

building on the Westside. The studio was filled with even light, and 

had large windows with river views. Julie was a pleasure to talk to—

friendly, engaged, and in appearance even younger-looking than her 

40 years. It wasn’t a working day in the studio, and the one assistant 

who was around when I arrived left shortly afterwards. Julie was on 

her way back to Berlin, where she has lived for the past few years, 

but the studio was being readied for her next 

projects, which she intends to do in New York, 

her home off-and-on since her graduation 

from college. She had done so many formal 

interviews lately, she said, “So why don’t we 

just have a conversation. We are these two Africans who both went 

to Kalamazoo College, this Ethiopian and this Nigerian, and ended 

up in New York City as artists. I think that’s interesting. So let’s just 

talk and see what happens.” 

Because of my interest in art, and hers in literature, we agreed that 

we would talk about work, the working process, and how the task 

of making art related to the task of making a self.  For years she had 

been doing paintings that in one way or another addressed the layers 

of time and memory in a city, the role of old architecture and erasure 

in the cities of the present, and the disappointments of modernity. 

My recently completed novel was concerned with similar themes: 

cities, the persistence of traces of the past, and human migrations.
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interviews lately, she said, “So why don’t we 

just have a conversation. We are these two Africans who both went 

to Kalamazoo College, this Ethiopian and this Nigerian, and ended 

up in New York City as artists. I think that’s interesting. So let’s just 

talk and see what happens.” 

Because of my interest in art, and hers in literature, we agreed that 

we would talk about work, the working process, and how the task 

of making art related to the task of making a self.  For years she had 

been doing paintings that in one way or another addressed the layers 

of time and memory in a city, the role of old architecture and erasure 

in the cities of the present, and the disappointments of modernity. 

My recently completed novel was concerned with similar themes: 

cities, the persistence of traces of the past, and human migrations.

MEHRETU
MAKES A SELF
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“I’ve been rereading The Great Gatsby,” she said. The choice 

seemed to me emblematic of her questing mind. With the 

show at the Guggenheim Museum, and with the recent 

New Yorker profile, she had spent many hours on the Upper 

East Side, a neighborhood of the rich. When she’s in New 

York, she lives in Harlem (with her partner, the artist Jessica 

Rankin, and their four-year-old son). She found herself 

walking between Harlem and the Upper East Side quite 

frequently, and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s inquiry into American 

notions of privilege seemed to fit those walks. On her 

rereading list was another short classic: Catcher in the Rye. 

She was also reading about Robert Smithson, the pioneering 

earthworks artist, who made immense site-specific works. 

The works of both these artists share an awareness of and 

deep immersion in the energies of place.

I asked her about the six large paintings that made up the 

Guggenheim show, “Grey Area,” which was sponsored by Deutsche 

Bank. The large paintings are mostly abstract at first glance, with 

busy, densely-worked surfaces (she paints mostly in layers of 

acrylic), and a restrained color palette. With closer looking, plans 

and elevations of buildings become apparent, particularly the nine-

teenth-century buildings that characterize the landscape of Berlin. 

How did she feel about the paintings now that they were finished 

and displayed in a museum? “There’s usually something nagging 

me about my last completed work,” she said. “That’s the way I enter 

the new work; it is informed by the last one. A large part of me 

doesn’t want to over-determine a project, but I’ve been looking at 

the water a lot.” She gestured outside to the Hudson. We could see 

the gray majestic river reaching the end of its journey, 

the bay busy with its many boats, and Ellis Island and 

the Statue of Liberty in the far distance. “The whole 

experience of being back in this city is making me look 

at the water a lot.” 

She expanded on the idea of how the city, how a particular city, 

alters her sense of sight. “When I first moved here, I thought New 

York was this frenetic new city, and really, it’s not. It’s an old city, 

and it feels old, and this is really throughout the whole city. You 

just have to look up above street level.” Her ideas about the age of 

the city resonated strongly with me. My most recent book tells the 

story of the wanderings of a young psychiatrist, Julius, who moves 

through New York with a heightened awareness of the many pasts 

contained within the city, the things that were gone from the city 

but not yet gone. 

Mehretu’s prominence has been growing for more than a decade 

now, and she has gained a fluency in her visual style that’s matched 

by the lucid insights which characterize her discussions of her work. 

Talking to her, I sensed that the whole artistic enterprise for her 

had little to do with fame, or with the high prices her pieces now 

command, but with a quest for artistic revelation and depth.

“I sometimes get asked whether I need the kind of architectural 

and social language that I have in my work. People want the work 

to be purely abstract.” She resists the pressure to separate her work 

from its philosophical grounding. “The mark-making grows out of 

the architecture,” she said. “That could evolve and be less apparent 

in future works, but for now, it is essential to the process. The 

architecture isn’t added afterwards.” I asked her if she sometimes 

felt that older critics simply wanted the work to be less conceptually 

articulate and to be baldly abstract as in pieces by Jackson Pollock 

or Robert Motherwell. She laughed. “The conceptual language is 

not separate from the mark-making!” Then, in measured tones, she 

made an avowal: “I’m a believer in painting. You have artists who 

don’t believe in painting but who paint. Artists who have a whole 

infrastructure that attempts to subvert the painting. It’s almost like 

they don’t believe in their work. But I love painting, I love art. I 

believe in it.”

So where, I asked her, did her art come from? Her parents—an 

Ethiopian father and American mother—live in East Lansing, and 

that is where she grew up, after coming to the United States from 

Addis Ababa at the age of seven. She went to graduate school at 

the Rhode Island School of Design. But the decision to become 

an artist had come earlier, while she was a student at Kalamazoo 

College. “College is the time when you begin to see yourself as a 

human being, or rather, as an adult individual. You’re far away from 

your parents; you’re living on your own. For me, home was just an 

hour-and-a-half away, but that was far away enough. As an adult 

Mehretu

“Grey Area” detail
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individual, you have to wake yourself up, eat at the right time. True, 

these were things I also did in East Lansing, but the distance, being 

at ‘K,’ mattered.”

I had graduated four years after she did, but her evocation of the place 

took me back into my own memories of making art in solitude in the 

Light Fine Arts Building—a shared experience, separated in time. 

“I remember the day I’d made one particular drawing at ‘K,’” she 

said. “I spent a whole weekend drawing, and I remember being back 

in my room after drawing the entire day, and laying on the floor on 

my back and having my music on. I just remember this feeling of 

having done that work because I wanted to, and being fully engaged 

in it, and not knowing what other people were doing that day. And 

that’s one of those moments when you become self-aware of your 

growth as an individual, as a person.”

Individuality is the core of any artistic practice. We seek out artists 

because they have something new and vital to tell us about beauty, 

or life, or creative mystery. Julie is frequently compared to young 

artists whose works are similarly concerned with information, 

architecture, and spatial fragmentation—artists like Matthew 

Ritchie and Benjamin Edwards. But these comparisons have been 

made so often—without taking into account important differences 

in the artists’ oeuvres—that they obscure more than reveal. More 

productive, she suggested, were comparisons with Cy Twombly, 

whose tangled surfaces and netlike skein of lines her work echoes. 

“The action, the making, is the emphasis in Twombly, which is 

quite different from my own practice”—her lines are slowly drawn 

by hand or with mechanical aids—“but some of that spontaneity 

is still there in my work.”

Mehretu’s work is based on these dualities: spontaneity and 

thought—slow processes that evoke fleet results. It took her 

some time to get there, she emphasizes. “It happens in all kinds 

of different ways. You’re making all these decisions, determining 

one thing at a time, and not even so much determining as under-

standing. I think that’s what ‘K’ was for me: a place to begin to 

understand. That is what I think being an artist is: getting deeper, 

trying to get as deep a connection as you can to who you are as an 

artist, getting close to your work—it’s so slow for me—and I think 

the artistic language evolves from within that.”

This working on a “language,” on a limited set of themes, unified 

only by a set of gestures and a color palette, is what struck me most 

when I spent time at the Guggenheim looking at the six pieces 

in “Grey Area.” All were inspired by Berlin’s architecture, and all 

evoked other times and places, including the American wars in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, ruined buildings in Detroit, and the Atlantic 

Wall, the coastal fortifications that were built by Germany during 

the Second World War. Influences also came from writers and other 

artists of landscape and loss: Tacita Dean, W.G. Sebald, and a text 

called Modern Architecture Since 1900. Her visual language includes 

calligraphic marks of different kinds, areas of solid color, solid black, 

solid white, experiments in grisaille, and erasure, including using 

the eraser itself as a mark-making tool. 

“The funny thing is that you’re using this language,” she said. 

“You’re using this particular language you find, and you have 

moments where you think ‘Is this who I am? I never thought my 

work would look like that!’ When I was younger, I did paintings I 

thought of at the time as really good art. They look so different from 

what I’m making now. You have these ideas of what you’re going to 

do, but when you’re making art, it’s coming from somewhere deep 

inside. How do you know that, how do you get to know that part of 

yourself? And that’s the discipline I 

think I got from ‘K.’”

The patrons and banks that support 

her work might be considered the 

equivalents of dukes and emperors 

today, seeking great art to boost 

their eminence, and as deserving of 

skepticism as their forebears from 

earlier centuries. Collectors and 

museums clamor for Julie Mehretu’s 

work, offering ever higher monetary 

and institutional incentives. But 

Julie is first and foremost respon-

sible to her art, just as Rubens was 

to his. She drives the idea home by evoking 

a different kind of artist, one from the world 

of hip-hop: “You have to develop a certain 

confidence in your work. Eminem once said, ‘rhyme between the 

beat.’ He has this place that he wants to get to, and he can do it in 

a way I haven’t heard many people do.” Then she added, “It’s about 

finding that sweet spot of creativity, somewhere between the beat, 

rather than in the obvious place. It’s about making art in the sweet 

spot, and forgetting all about the glamour.”

Yemi Onafuwa ’96 majored in art and art history at Kalamazoo 

College. He subsequently got an M.A. from the University of 

London, and an M.Phil. from Columbia University, where he is 

completing a Ph.D. in Northern Renaissance Art. His novel 

will be published by Random House this year.

MEHRETU
MAKES A SELF
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t’s no surprise that Major General Amy Courter knows 

something about leadership.  She is, after all, the 

National Commander of the Civil Air Patrol (CAP), a 

position she assumed in 2007, and in that capacity, she 

is responsible for 61,000 people, 550 aircraft, and a 

thousand vehicles.  What might be a surprise, however, 

is just how much of what she knows about leadership Courter 

attributes directly to things she learned at Kalamazoo College, both 

before and since she graduated in 1983.

Courter, 49, is a native of South Lyon, Michigan.  She joined 

the Civil Air Patrol, the federally chartered nonprofit corpora-

tion that is the civilian noncombatant auxiliary of the U.S. Air 

Force, right after high school.  She joined the CAP because, “I 

love making a difference.”

Congress has given the CAP’s all-volunteer force three missions:  

aerospace education (teaching CAP members and external groups 

such as schools and communities); cadet programs (helping build 

better citizens by teaching leadership, character development, and 

physical fitness); and emergency services (during the recent Deep 

Water Horizon oil spill crisis, CAP logged 20,000 volunteer hours 

over 118 consecutive days, taking 100,000 aerial photos of the 

Gulf).  To Courter these missions felt like a good fit.

. . . As did Kalamazoo College.  She says she purposely 

chose an excellent small school. Courter says she was 

the only member of her family to whom public speaking 

did not come naturally.  (“I was very shy,” she says, 

recalling that she couldn’t keep her lunch down whenever she had 

to give a speech.)  One of her goals in college, therefore, was to 

become more comfortable speaking in groups.  To that end, she 

took two theater classes, which helped her overcome her shyness.  

Kalamazoo’s liberal arts program, she says, “let me do what I loved 

to do and what I knew I needed to be better at. . . I couldn’t have 

done that at a big school.” Today Courter speaks to audiences that 

number in the thousands, and she says that public speaking, indeed 

all forms of communication, are a crucial part of leadership.

Courter also credits “K’s” athletic program for playing a role in 

developing her leadership skills (see another story on leadership 

and athletics on page 32).  As a student, she played basketball 

her freshman year and field hockey, under Coach and Women’s 

Athletic Director Tish Loveless, for three years.  Courter believes that 

learning to be part of a team was important in preparing her for roles 

she would hold later in life.  A crucial part of leadership, Courter 

believes, is creating a sense of community, and she clearly recalls 

not only communities but also the “special teams” which develop at 

“K.”  Whether it was the psych majors on the field hockey team who 

assisted her with class selections in her major, or classmates on her 

residence hall floor, she says, everyone helped everyone else.

One other lesson Courter learned on the hockey field came from her 

position as halfback.  That intermediary position plays both offense 

and defense, a special way of thinking that, she believes, introduced 

her to the valuable concept of shifting gears and working on both 

sides of the game.  She now uses this concept to help her look at 

multiple sides of issues.

Off the playing field, Courter put her computer skills (which she 

developed as a teen by learning to program UNIVAC computers in 

two languages by the time she was 14) to use by doing her work 

study in the College’s earliest computer labs.  It was there, Courter 

says, “I realized I really liked to teach.”  Teaching, like mentoring 

and coaching, she considers a vital part of leadership. 

Courter also learned life lessons from her study abroad program 

in Strasbourg, France, which have helped her in all of her post-

college careers.  Her most significant for-pay career (CAP personnel, 

including the full-time National Commander, are all volunteers) was 

at Valassis, a global, 2.3 billion-dollar marketing services company 

based in Livonia, Michigan, where she was vice president for IT 

and Telecommunications.  At Valassis, Courter had a hundred 

direct reports and global responsibilities.  She says that her study 

abroad year helped her when Valassis acquired companies in other 

countries.  Not only was she able to understand the cultural differ-

ences, thanks to her own experience in France, but her language 

skills also came in handy.

After working at Valassis for 20 years, Courter left in 2005 because, 

she says, she “wanted to do something different.”  Specifically, 

she wanted to explore beyond the IT field (like “a true liberal 

arts graduate,” she says).  So she started a healthcare consulting 

business, giving her a chance to use that psych degree.  Once again, 

the language skills she’d sharpened during study abroad came in 

handy:  She says she learned to speak the medical jargon so well 

that her client hospitals assumed she was a medical professional.   

LEADERSHIP
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(The same skills have enabled her to “speak Air Force” in the 

CAP, she says, “or at least it has expanded my already large set of 

acronym-speak.”)

Working her way up the CAP ladder as she was changing her 

civilian career paths, Courter went from being Michigan Wing 

Commander to National Vice Commander and, in 2007, she was 

named the first female National Commander in CAP’s 66-year 

history.  Once again, “K” College lessons in leadership 

positioned Courter well.

The National Commander is elected by the CAP 

national board, which was almost all men, and Courter 

used her leadership and communication skills to build 

support and to convince board members to be open, 

recognizing her talents as well as her obvious differ-

ences.  She succeeded in doing that, and her election to 

the post was unanimous.

Today, one of the tasks that keeps Courter busy is 

talking to cadets, the 26,000 young people, aged 12 to 

20, who have volunteered in the CAP. Courter says she 

tries to impart these messages to the cadets when she 

talks to them about leadership:

•	 Do the best you can in everything you do.

•	 Learn about and learn from the people with whom 

you work.

•	 Learn to listen for what’s said and what’s not said.

•	 To become a good leader, be a good follower first.

•	 Learn how to be a colleague and how to 

collaborate.

•	 Foster an environment where people will share with you, even the bad news.

Courter says that, since assuming the role of National Commander, she has tried to increase diversity and to give the 

cadets an “experiential education.”  For example, she says, when cadets participate in emergencies or in search and rescue 

missions, they are full-fledged members of the team, not merely observers.  She says she learned the value of such experi-

ences during her college years, when, with the support and connections of “K” College, she volunteered at a psychiatric 

hospital and a sheltered workshop.

Finally, Courter says, she has continued to learn about leadership and governance from “K” College, even since her graduation, 

by serving first on the Alumni Association Executive Board and now on the Board of Trustees.  She advises “K” alums to keep 

contributing to the school and to keep learning from it, even after they’ve graduated.  “Today, ‘K’ College is my 

enlightened leadership journey,” she says.

(To learn more about the Civil Air Patrol, visit www.gocivilairpatrol.com.)

The National Commander in her Civil 
Air Patrol uniform

Amy Courter (center) speaks with 
other leaders: Chair of the Board of 

Trustees Donald Parfet and President 
Eileen B. Wilson-Oyelaran.
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She 

says she 

will always 

remember the 

moment when 

she walked 

onto the stage 

of the concert 

hall at the the 

brand-new, 

168,000- 

square-foot 

concert hall and then turned to look down on the 

amazing spectacle that she and her colleagues had 

wrought.

The date was March 28, 2008, and veteran arts 

administrator and longtime choral singer Melissa 

Eddy was both a performer and guest of honor on 

opening night at the dazzling new Long Center for 

the Performing Arts in Austin.

Surrounded by 2,500 music, theater, and ballet 

lovers that night, Eddy was “immensely gratified” by 

the vision that lay before her: the floodlit image of 

a soaring arts palace perched on a rolling landscape 

above the city’s downtown Lady Bird Lake.

“My husband [Tracy Schiemenz, the manager of 

several Texas homeowners associations] and I 

were dressed to the nines for the gala dinner that 

followed the performance,” Eddy told LuxEsto 

during a recent interview at her home outside 

Austin.  “Tracy had rented a tuxedo for the evening, 

and I was wearing a formal ball gown.  For me, that 

evening was especially meaningful, because I was 

also singing in the opening-night program, as an 

alto with the Conspirare Symphonic Choir.

“After 14 years of working almost daily to help 

make the Long Center happen, being part of 

those opening night ceremonies was a huge 

thrill.  I remember looking out over the crowd, 

as they headed into the brand-new concert hall, 

and I remember thinking: ‘Wow!  We did it; we 

made it happen!’”

•	•	•

Born and raised in Medina, Ohio, Melissa Eddy was 

the daughter of a department store toy buyer, and 

she says she “could never have gone to Kalamazoo 

College without the help of the very generous schol-

arship I received.”

A brilliant student at her high school, (and an 

eventual magna cum laude graduate of “K”), Eddy 

arrived on the Kalamazoo campus in the fall of 

1970.  Within a couple of years, she would discover 

that she was “totally fascinated” by the workings 

of the human mind, especially as explained to her 

by a dynamic and challenging psychology professor 

named Lonnie E. Supnick.  “Dr. Supnick was a 

great teacher,” Eddy recalls today, “but he was also 

very realistic about psychotherapy, which I fell in 

love with right off the bat.

“He would poke fun at some of us who were very 

idealistic and thought we could save the world 

through psychotherapy.  He wanted to disabuse 

us of the idea that we could march right in and 

transform people’s lives with the help of therapy.  

He was very good at outlining the principles of 

psychology . . . but he would also make a lot of 

jokes about ‘the laying on of the golden hands’—

and he would warn us about the realistic limita-

tions that we would face, if we did decide to 

become therapists.

“But that was no deterrent, as far as I was 

concerned.  The more I learned, the more I wanted 

to help people by using the tools of psychology!”

In short, Eddy was hooked.  After enjoying a 

“fabulous year of learning about the language and 

culture in Germany” as part of the foreign study 

Musicmaker

It took                  
Melissa Eddy ’74 and her 
art-loving colleagues in 
Texas more than 14 years 
to raise the $77 million 
they needed to build a 
world-class concert hall in 
the state capital of Austin.  
Along the way, Eddy 
confronted one daunting 
obstacle after the next.  
But she and her team 
refused to give up. They 
worked their heads off.  
And then, on a glorious 
spring evening three years 
ago, it was suddenly 
Opening Night.

Melissa Eddy   

eddy
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program, she pocketed her bachelor’s degree in 1974 and then 

immediately signed on as a grad student in clinical psychology at 

nearby Western Michigan University.

What followed was a nearly 20-year career as a practicing psycho-

logical counselor who specialized in caring for battered women.  

Most of those years were spent in Texas, after she landed a job (in 

1977) as a counselor in an Austin nonprofit agency dedicated to 

helping women suffering from the effects of domestic violence.

Even as she did her best to help her clients improve their lives, 

however, Eddy was also pouring “tons of time and energy” into her 

other great passion in life: choral singing.

By the early 1990s, in fact, she was already performing in an Austin 

chorus (the first of several for which she would eventually sing) and 

also asking herself if it might not be time for a change in careers.

“Working with battered women is a very draining, very demanding 

activity,” she said. “You spend a lot of time looking at 

the dark side of human nature.

“It’s very rewarding when you see people’s lives get 

better, but over time there’s also a growing risk of 

becoming exhausted and burned out.  By the early 1990s, many of 

us in the counseling field were also running up against some signifi-

cant bureaucratic problems with managed care.  And during this 

same period, I continued to be involved in choral singing, and I was 

also serving as a volunteer on the board of directors of the chorus I 

sang with at that time.”

In 1993, when Eddy was taking a long hard look at her career 

situation, her chorus serendipitously asked if she would consider 

becoming its part-time professional administrator. During the next 

seven years, that part-time position became full-time, and by 2000, 

Eddy was the chorus’s executive director.

MUSIC
MAKER

Musicmaker

Melissa (standing, at center) with 
several Conspirare Symphonic Choir 
singing colleagues in the Long Center 
dressing room prior to the choir’s 
performance of Verdi’s Requiem. 
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She left the chorus that year to form her own company, Pro Arts 

Management. She was soon operating a thriving business as a paid 

consultant with a proven knack for helping small local performing 

art groups to produce their events, successfully raise money, and 

plan PR campaigns.

Such success is perhaps hardly surprising. After all, Eddy had  

begun choral singing in earnest as a member of both the Kalamazoo 

Singers and a performer at the Kalamazoo Bach Festival during her 

years in Michigan. For her, returning to the arts full-time was an 

exhilarating change.

By the mid-1990s, Eddy was also deeply involved with what would 

become a 14-year struggle to convert the city’s outdated Palmer 

Auditorium into a gorgeous, $77 million showcase for the arts 

that would eventually become the crown jewel among the city’s 

numerous fine arts organizations.  

“Melissa’s role in the development of the new Long Center for the 

Performing Arts was extremely important,” says Fran Collmann, 

chair of the professional choral organization Conspirane, a major 

player on the classical music scene in Austin.  “She worked tirelessly, 

and without compensation—for nearly 15 years—to help make that 

project happen.

“Melissa is very passionate about the arts, and she has a 

tremendous amount of experience in managing such things as 

fundraising and publicity.  She and the rest of the Long Center 

board faced a number of major problems—and especially budget 

problems—in getting the Long Center built, but they were 

ultimately successful.  And they got it done because 

their commitment to the performing arts never 

wavered, regardless of the setbacks they had to face 

at times.”

Describing those “setbacks,” Eddy chuckles and then grimaces with 

remembered aggravation.  “It was very difficult at times,” she says, 

“and in many ways, the entire campaign was a lesson in humility.  At 

one point, for example, we realized that we were not going to be able 

to raise all the funds we needed, and we had to start over, essentially, 

with new architects and a new design.

 “There were many difficult trade-offs to keep the project within 

budget. You realize there will be shortcomings, compared to the 

ideal, but you keep on working as hard as you can because you know 

this building is absolutely necessary to Austin’s arts community. 

“So that’s exactly what we did. We kept our spirits up and our 

attention focused—and in the end we opened a wonderful new 

two-venue building on time and on budget.”

In spite of the imperfections that were an inevitable part of the 

process, Eddy says working on the Long Center was an “invaluable, 

once-in-a-lifetime experience.

“I learned about things I otherwise would have never encountered, 

such as large-scale architectural design, building construction, and 

acoustical science. I also got to work closely with many intriguing 

and talented people.”

She also says she’s enjoying her life “in the heart of the Texas hill 

country” (Kingsland, in the shadow of Packsaddle Mountain) these 

days.  She does most of her work online at home. Her primary client 

is Conspirare, for whom she does marketing and grant-writing and 

continues to sing with the symphonic choir.

“I’m having more fun on the job than ever,” she says with a 

contented laugh, “and I have no plans for retirement in the foresee-

able future.” The hard working arts administrator says she feels 

“fortunate to have had two fulfilling careers, and privileged to have 

worked on the projects that came my way.

“Whenever I’m in downtown Austin and drive by the Long Center, 

I get this really warm feeling inside,” she says with a cheerful smile.  

“I know what the facility means to this city, and I know that it’s 

there today because of all the hours of hard work that so many 

people put into it!” 

(To learn more about the Long Center visit www.thelongcenter.org.) 

eddy

Mission accomplished—Melissa 
outside the Long Center 

Opening gala 
dinner! Melissa, 
back row at left, 
with other Long 
Center board 
colleagues
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Sing “Beds, 
Bread, and 
Scissors” 

     

What’s the secret recipe for putting together a knockout performance as a symphonic choral singer?

According to veteran alto Melissa Eddy—who’s spent the past 12 years performing with the famed Conspirare 

Symphonic Choir of Austin, Texas—the key to choral excellence is actually quite simple: “Work, work, work—and 

then more work!” 

Can she give us an example?

“I can,” says the Kalamazoo College psych major.  “In 2009 the Conspirare [the name means ‘to breathe together’], 

gave two performances—along with the Austin Symphony Orchestra—of [contemporary composer] Cary Ratcliff’s 

marvelous choral-orchestral work, Ode To Common Things.

“The piece was based on several poems of the same name by [Nobel Prize-winning author] Pablo Neruda, which 

celebrate the joy and the mystery to be found in everyday objects such as bread, beds, scissors, and guitars.”

The piece was “musically challenging,” says Eddy, because it’s all sung in Spanish, and it contains many “tricky, 

Latin-style rhythms” that had to be navigated at “a very fast tempo.”

To meet the challenge, Eddy first worked on the music at home.  Sitting alone at her piano, she practiced the piece 

every day for two months.  Then she went into another six weeks of rehearsals with the choir.

“We worked so hard that the concentration in the rehearsal room was almost palpable,” she says, describing the 

arduous run-up to concert night in November of 2009.  “But the effort was certainly worth it.  When you’re standing 

up there on that stage and the music is going well, there’s nothing that can match the satisfaction you feel.”

Most of the music critics who attended the performances of the Ratcliff opus were thoroughly impressed.  

Wrote conductor-author Paul E. Robinson, “Singing in the original Spanish, the Conspirare Symphonic Chorus was 

wonderful.  The nearly 100 voices handled the tricky rhythms and texture with finesse and enthusiasm.”
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The Conspirare Symphonic Choir on stage at the Long Center
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Leadership 
Investment
Sports, recreation, and fitness 
are priorities for Kalamazoo College 
students.

One of every four “K” students 
participates in intercollegiate 
athletics; even more play intramural 
or club sports; and every student is 
required to complete five physical 
education classes to graduate. 

“K” recognizes the impact athletics 
and recreation have on its students.  
The school also realizes that it must 
offer its students top-notch facilities 
in order to stay competitive on the 
field and in the classroom.

As a result, “K” has announced 
plans to renovate its Angell Field 
Athletic Complex. The College hopes 
to break ground on the project later 
this spring.

The project will benefit all “K” 
students and help the school reach 
its strategic goal of creating an 
inclusive, student-focused environ-
ment.  Improving Angell Field will 

positively affect 
the recruitment 
and retention 
of students and 
student athletes 

and help increase the student body 
by some 150 new students in the 
next six years. 

The renovation project will also 
increase the College’s ability to field 
competitive athletic teams. 

Four “K” alums serve on the field 
renovation and fitness center 
subcommittee.  LuxEsto asked them 
about their experiences as student-
athletes at “K” and how athletics 
shaped their futures.
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SportsERIN (PRICE) CHARNLEY ’02 (Volleyball, Diving)

Dentist, Blue Water Dentistry

Member, Kalamazoo College Board of Trustees

Holland, Michigan

For Erin Charnley, the word “balance” comes to mind when she thinks about her 

athletic experience at “K.” 

She sharpened her mind academically, pushed her body to the limit as a volleyball player 

and diver, and made an important connection in her social life when she met Jason 

Charnley ’02, a fellow student athlete (football) who is now her husband. 

“Kalamazoo made a huge impact on both of our lives,” Erin says.  “We really appreciate 

the involvement of athletics and the balance of studies.  I think a lot of what Kalamazoo 

and being a student athlete is about is that balance of everything in life.”

The Charnleys are entrepreneurs – Erin opened her own general dentistry practice two 

years ago, and Jason bought an existing orthodontist practice that he now runs.

“There’s always some level of leadership when it comes to athletics and playing on a 

team,” Erin says.  “[Jason and I] are the leaders of our businesses and we’ve cultivated 

that leadership attitude from being at ‘K’ and having that experience of balancing 

rigorous studies with being an athlete and working with a team and the camaraderie 

that’s involved.” 

The facilities project, according to Erin, is an extension of that overall balance “K” 

offers its students.

“The College has renovated the library, which is the mind of the campus and the intellect 

of the students; it has redone the Hicks Center, which is where the students’ spirit is, 

where they can have a sense of community; and now the athletic fields – the body – is the 

third part of this triangle of balance we all want in life.”

charnley
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JIM HEATH ’78 (Football)

President, Stryker Instruments

Kalamazoo, Michigan

Jim Heath was a four-year letter winner in 

football who also coached the Hornet football 

team from 1985-87. 

He says the “team element” comes into play 

every day in his professional life.

“Leading a business and a diverse group 

of people means getting them aligned and 

focused on a goal. Trying to get everyone to 

play together is something I have to do on a 

daily basis,” Heath says.  “There are certainly a 

number of parallels.”  

SPORTS
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SportsHAROLD DECKER ’67 (Baseball, Basketball, Football)

Principal: Miller, Canfield, Paddock & Stone, P.L.C. 

Member, Kalamazoo College Board of Trustees

Kalamazoo, Michigan

The chance to play at “K” meant an opportunity for Harold Decker to participate in the 

three sports he loved most.  

It also provided him a first-hand glimpse of the power talent can have. 

“I learned very quickly the value of building talent around you in an organization,” says 

Decker, who served as interim President and CEO of the American Red Cross following 

the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.  

“No matter how good any one player is, unless talent is spread throughout a team or orga-

nization, success is not going to be rich.  So I certainly learned that it’s very important to 

have talent in every single position in an organization.”  

Another advantage to playing athletics at “K?”  Learning the value of immediacy.

“Great leaders possess the acute sense of the immediate to get things done now,” Decker 

says. “Student-athletes learn very quickly that they have to act and adapt quickly.  You 

don’t have time to stand and ruminate for very long.” 

Decker says the facilities project will benefit generations of future “K” students.

“This project is an effort to make sure we’re providing a student athletic experience that 

is attractive and represents the overall excellence the school provides in so many other 

areas,” he says.

decker
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Sports were a very important part of Heath’s youth.  And while he wasn’t recruited to play at the highest level of college athletics, he says the 

chance to play at “K” allowed him to form close relationships with teammates and other students on campus. 

“My teammates and my friends were the greatest benefit I derived from playing football at ‘K’,” Heath says.  “My closest friends are the 

guys who were on my teams.  In a place like ‘K’, you have some 1,300 students, so you know most everybody, but you really know your 

teammates extremely well.  You live with them, you go to school with them, they’re like brothers to you.  That’s one thing you get from 

athletics, especially at a place like Kalamazoo College.”

Heath says the field renovation project can only heighten the “K” athletic experience.

“A lot of folks who have been student athletes over the years continue to want to be part of something special – this is something special to 

us,” Heath says.  “I feel strongly that this is a step in the right direction.” 

S. SI JOHNSON ’78 (Baseball)

Retired President, Stryker Medical Surgery Group

Member, Kalamazoo College Board of Trustees

Kalamazoo, Michigan

Si Johnson played baseball at “K” for four seasons and, while academics played 

a major role in his decision to attend the school, he says his favorite sport actually 

sealed the deal.

“I was tremendously passionate about the game, yet at the same time I was realistic and 

knew my playing career would end after college,” Johnson says.  “But I wanted to play 

as long as I could, and I looked at a handful of schools, but I felt I had the best chance 

to play at Kalamazoo.  Looking back, I was lucky to enroll in an exceptional college and 

rub shoulders and build lasting relationships with people who helped me grow.”

Four “broad themes” come to Johnson’s mind when he thinks about the 

impact athletics have on leadership. 

“In general, athletics are team sports and within that structure everyone 

has a role to play and everyone makes a difference,” he says.  “Second, 

as a student athlete on a team, your relationship skills and your ability to build rela-

tionships leverages your individual performance, and it leverages the performance of 

the team.  Third, in general, athletics is a meritocracy.  Your performance is clearly 

measured.  You’re accountable for your actions and accountable for your results.  

“And fourth, it’s instructive to watch student athletes and how they respond to 

adversity, because no matter how disciplined and thorough you are in your prepara-

tion, there will be mistakes, injuries, losses, and some tough breaks that occur along 

the way.  Adversity reveals character.

“Those are great life skills, regardless of where your journey takes you.”

And the field renovation project?

“The field project dramatically improves the landscape for future generations of students and student athletes.”
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DEAR ALUMNI:

When I started to think about writing this—my first—letter as the new president of the 

College’s alumni association, I thought about how much I would enjoy and benefit from hearing from 

you about the diversity and intensity of your experiences as a “K” student—those conversations, 

classes, professors, travels, internships, and more—that shaped you and the trajectory of your life.   

Each one of us has a story to share. And I believe most of these stories bring us back to “K” and the 

connections we established as students and alumni.  

Was there a singular experience at “K” that made the largest impact on your life?  Although I did not 

realize it for some time, my life-changing experience was my career internship with House Minority 

Leader Gerald R. Ford in Washington, D.C. While I thoroughly enjoyed my internship in the nation’s 

capital and the many once-in-a-lifetime opportunities it provided, I was ready to get back to “K” and 

continue my studies in philosophy with the goal of getting my doctorate and pursuing a career in 

philosophy. Needing a summer job before entering grad school, I was successful in getting a job in 

Ford’s district office. During the summer, Ford repeatedly offered me a job in his Washington office, 

which I repeatedly turned down.  That fall, when I arrived at grad school, I had an epiphany. Instead 

of teaching philosophy, I wanted to “make a difference.”  While I didn’t have a clue what that meant 

or what I wanted to do, the one thing I did know was that my father would be hopping mad at my 

change in direction.  I was correct.  

Fortunately, history intervened. A number of days after I returned home, Vice President Agnew 

resigned, and the President named Ford his choice for Vice President of the United States.  I cannot 

tell you how thrilled I was when I received a call asking me to work on Ford’s confirmation hearings 

for the vice presidency. In three days I was on a plane to Washington to work on the hearings, which 

ultimately led to a job in the Ford White House, followed by other wonderful opportunities in the 

nation’s capital.  Even better, my father started speaking to me again.

Reflecting back on your own experiences at “K” and the impact they had on your life, I urge you 

to re-connect and re-engage with the College and your classmates through the College’s website, 

www. kzoo.edu. Click on “Alumni Relations” and search for alumni in your class, alumni by major, 

and by geographic location.  Sign up to receive emails about alumni events in your area, search your 

yearbook online, update your contact information, and get information on special campus events 

like Homecoming and alumni trips abroad.  Click on the link for the alumni association to get in 

touch with me and the other alumni association board members who represent your interests in the 

campus community. 

Your experiences at Kalamazoo College—the combination of intense academics with an array of 

non-academic experiences unmatched in quality and integration—are what set the College, and its 

graduates, apart.  “K” students do more in four years so that they can do more in a lifetime.  It’s time 

to re-connect and re-engage.

Warm regards,

Gail A. Raiman ’73

President, Alumni Association Executive Board
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Warm weather 
and a football victory 
over Olivet made 
Homecoming 2010 a 
weekend to remember.  
A record 950 alumni 
and guests descended 
upon campus to visit 
with old friends, swap 
stories, reacquaint 
themselves with 
professors, and enjoy 
a taste of life at “K.”  
Highlights included 
class reunions, 
the sixth annual 
Homecoming 5K Run/
Walk, an Emeritus 
Club luncheon, alumni 
awards, and an array 
of lifelong learning 
seminars.  

Reunion classes from 
1965, 1970, 1975, 
1980, 1985, 1990, 
1995, 2000, and 2005 
have a unique oppor-
tunity to make an 
immediate, profound 
difference in the 
lives of “K” students 
through the Reunion 
Giving Challenge:  
Between now and 
June 30, 2011, any 
increase you make 
in your Kalamazoo 
College Fund gift over 
last year’s gift will be 
matched 2-to-1 by a 
generous alumnus.  
Make a gift today 
at www.kzoo.edu/
giving and click on 
the Reunion Giving 
Challenge box.  

HOMECOMING
2010

Homecoming

Flanked by Alumni Association Executive Board President Gail Raiman ’73 (left) and President Eileen B. Wilson-
Oyelaran (right) are (L-R): Distinguished Service Award recipient Jon L. Stryker ’82, Weimer K. Hicks Award recipient 
Dr. C. Kim Cummings, and Distinguished Achievement Award recipient Larry J. Bell ’80.

Emeritus Club Citation of Merit winners and Alumni Association Executive Board (AAEB) Past President Chris Bussert 
’78 (L-R): Jane (Hunter) Parker ’48, Karen (Lake) De Vos ’59, Bussert, Mary Lou (Schofield) ’55 and Tom ’55 Smith.

The Class of 2010 Athletic Hall of Fame includes four alumni and one coach.  Pictured are (L-R): front row– 
Emily Trahan ’03 (volleyball), AAEB President Gail Raiman ’73, William Harryman “Harry” Rapley ’38 (football, 
basketball, track and field), President Eileen B. Wilson-Oyelaran; second row—Hardy Fuchs ’68 (soccer coach), 
Dennis P. Kane, Jr. ’75 (football), and James A. Hosner ’78 (tennis).  The Hornet Athletic Hall of Fame also inducted 
three teams: the 1976 and 1978 men’s tennis teams and the 1988 men’s soccer team.
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The 1988 Men’s Soccer Team was the 
most dominant team of Hardy Fuch’s 

32-year coaching career. The 1988 Hornets won 
the first of four consecutive MIAA championships 
with a perfect 12-0-0 record. The Hornets were also 
undefeated overall (18-0-1), and advanced to the 
second round of the NCAA III Tournament before 
being eliminated on penalty kicks after a scoreless 
overtime.  Pictured are (L-R): front row—Robert K. 
Orsucci ’92, Patrick Vander Veen ’92, Coach Hardy 
Fuchs, Daniel P. Coats ’89,  John I. Nanos ’89, and 
Robert C. Ketola ’91; second row—Frederick W. 
Hartker ’90, Paul E. Anderson ’91, Jeffrey A. Wilson 
’91, Brian E. Libby ’91, and Alexander N. O’Kulich 
’90; third row—AAEB President Gail Raiman 
’73, Craig W. Thiel ’91, Franklin C. Ardern ’92, 
President Eileen Wilson-Oyelaran, Derek S. Bylsma 
’91, and Christopher R. Dukes ’89. 

The 1978 Men’s Tennis Team made a clean sweep at 
the NCAA III Championships. In addition to winning 
the Hornets’ second national team championship, 
Kalamazoo players took home national championships 
in singles and doubles. The Hornets captured a 40th 
consecutive MIAA championship with a 6-0 record.   
Pictured are (L-R): front row—William Vanderhoef 
’81, Daniel J. Thomson ’78, Coach George Acker, 
James A. Hosner ’78, and David G. Kamisar ’81; back 
row— John D. Hosner ’80, AAEB President Gail 
Raiman ’73, President Eileen Wilson-Oyelaran, David 
N. Cafmeyer ’81, and Robert L. Wheeler ’80.

The 1976 Men’s Tennis team was the first 
athletic team to truly bring national recognition to 
Kalamazoo College by capturing the College’s first 
NCAA III Men’s Tennis Championship.  The team 
finished 18-6 overall and was undefeated against 
teams in the Great Lakes Colleges Association. 
Pictured are (L-R): front row—Daniel J. Thomson 
’78, Michael H. Thomson ’76, Coach George Acker, 
James A. Hosner ’78, and Walter C. Vogel ’76; back 
row— Jerome R. Kessenich ’77, Alumni Association 
Executive Board (AAEB) President Gail Raiman 
’73, President Eileen Wilson-Oyelaran, Mark J. 
Thomson ’76, and Rick L. Moore ’76.
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The Kalamazoo 
College Fund

Puts Your Gifts to Work Through  —

Essential Scholarships – to build and sustain a diverse student body

Passionate Faculty – committed to student engagement and experiential learning

Meaningful Connections – to the world of work and service

Your gifts make an immediate impact on the lives of students.

Consider A Gift Today!
Convenient online giving to the 

Kalamazoo College Fund can be found 
at http://www.kzoo.edu/giving, 

or you can make a gift 
using the postage paid envelope 

provided in this issue 
of LuxEsto.

KCF



June (Wilcox) Hedges ’39 died on August 13, 2010, in San Antonio, 

Texas. She earned her B.A. in English and was one of the first women 

hired into the accounting department of the Upjohn Company in 

Kalamazoo. She served as president of the American Association of 

University Women.

Margaret Jean Keefe ’41 died on September 6, 2010. She earned her 

bachelor’s degree from “K” as an English major, and she did graduate 

work at the University of Chicago. Keefe had a lifelong career as a 

librarian in Michigan, Minnesota, and Illinois, retiring in the 1980s from 

the Oak Park (Ill.) Public Library as head of reference services. After she 

retired, she volunteered for the Morton Arboretum (Lisle, Illinois), the 

pediatric unit of an Oak Park hospital, the Free Clinic of Kalamazoo, and 

the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts library.

Margaret Blymeir Lee ’43, professor emeritus and administrator at 

Northwestern University School of Education and Social Policy, died 

September 13, 2010, at the age of 88. She earned her bachelor’s degree at 

“K” as an English and history double major. She earned a master’s degree 

in clinical psychology from the University of Michigan and a doctorate of 

education in administration of pupil personnel services and counseling 

psychology from the University of California, Berkeley. Lee was an 

elementary and junior high school principal in the 1940s and 1950s. She 

joined the Northwestern faculty in 1958 as an assistant professor and 

later became a full professor, teaching classes in educational psychology, 

counseling and personnel services, human devel-

opment and secondary education instruction. In 

1979, she was appointed associate dean for student 

affairs and undergraduate programs at the School 

of Education and Social Policy. She also was a very 

popular undergraduate and graduate adviser who over the years 

kept in touch with many of her former students. 

Jane Mary (Burns) Kimmel ’45 died October 6, 2010, at her home 

in Paw Paw (Mich.). She was 86. She had been a lifelong Paw Paw-area 

resident and was a member of numerous civic organizations, including 

the board of education and hospital auxiliary.

Mary Halford Vinton ’47 died September 9, 2010, in Kalamazoo. 

She emigrated with her parents from England to the Kalamazoo area 

in the early 1920s. She taught English at South Junior High School in 

Kalamazoo for nearly 30 years, and she was an avid gardener.

Lynette (Minzey) Cassady ’50 died on August 9, 2010, in South Bend, 

Indiana. She earned her bachelor’s degree in mathematics, and she was a 

lifelong resident and active community volunteer in South Bend.

Gloria Ann (Matson) Mills ’53 of Pullman, Michigan, died November 

17, 2010, in Allegan. She was 79. Gloria was married to Kenneth Mills 

’51, who survives. She was an active volunteer with the John F. Kennedy 

Center School in Kalamazoo and with the Kalamazoo Association for 

Retarded Citizens.

Thomas E. Niedringhaus ’53 died October 22, 2010, in Las Vegas at 

age 79. He graduated from “K” with a B.A. in economics and business. 

He earned an M.A. and Ph.D. from Michigan State University and 

served two years in the U.S. Army. He worked in Virginia for the federal 

government for many years as an environmental scientist.

Gerry Harsch ’60 died on September 16, 2010. He matriculated to 

Kalamazoo College from Saginaw (Mich.) and graduated with a B.A. as 

a physics major. He received a master’s degree in landscape architecture 

and urban planning from Michigan State University. He taught at MSU 

for a period of time. Harsch worked for more than 45 years as a planner 

for the City of Charlevois, Garfield Township, and Traverse City. He also 

started two businesses: Land Planning and Design Associates and, more 

recently, Heritage Window Works. The latter grew from his passion for 

woodworking and historical restoration projects.

Jan Gregory McGee Strauss ’62 died on August 10, 2010, at her 

home in Brunswick, Maine, where she had lived since 2007. She was 

70. Previously, she lived in Baltimore, New York, San Francisco, and 

Washington, D.C., where she worked mostly as an administrative 

assistant and computer analyst for organizations such as the Muscular 

Dystrophy Association, CBS, and T. Rowe Price.

Lester Adkin ’70 died in early November, 2010, at his home in Cadillac, 

Michigan, where he had been a dentist for many years. A native of South 

Haven, Michigan, Lester was active in church, school, and service orga-

nization activities, and was a member of the Cherry Grove Volunteer Fire 

Department near Cadillac.

Marcelle (Garson) Dale, who from 1956 until her retirement in 1985 

introduced French language and culture to generations of Kalamazoo 

College students, died on Thursday, October 28, 2010. Madame Dale, as 

she was universally addressed and referred to, was born in Algeria, then 

a part of the French North African Colonial Empire. She received her 

initial degrees (B.A., B.S., M.A.) at the University of Oran and a B.A. and 

M.A. from Western Michigan University. Though she always considered 

herself French, she grew up bilingually in both French and Spanish.  

While serving as an interpreter for the American forces during World 

War II she met her late husband, Mason. A couple totally devoted to each 

MEMORY
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other, Mason nevertheless 

proved to be one of her more 

challenging students when it 

came to mastering the French 

language.  In both tempera-

ment and appearance, Marcelle 

embodied the attributes 

often associated with her 

Mediterranean heritage. She 

was a commanding presence 

in her classroom, thoroughly 

aware of even the smallest 

nuances. Her strongest 

expression of disappointment 

or disapproval was probably 

her withering “monsieur” or “mademoiselle,” which quickly got the 

attention of all concerned. Vivacious and friendly, she was a dynamic and 

dedicated teacher, much admired and respected by her students, who 

knew that she genuinely wanted them to learn. In recognition of her gifts 

as a teacher she was the first member of the faculty to be awarded the 

Florence J. Lucasse Distinguished Lectureship for excellence in teaching 

(1980).  In her acceptance lecture she said, “The teacher’s role is above 

all else to awaken and maintain that which is most marvelous in people, 

their curiosity…” The many inquiries about her at the 2010 Homecoming 

are a strong testimony to the respect, admiration, and affection with 

which she is remembered by former students. In addition to her husband 

Mason, she was preceded in death by her son James, her daughter 

Monique, and several brothers and sisters. She is survived by one brother 

and one sister, four grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and several 

nieces and nephews. (This obituary was written by Joe Fugate, professor of 

German language and literature, and director of foreign study, emeritus, and a 

colleague of Mme. Dale from 1961 to 1985.)

Professor of Psychology, Emeritus, Berne Lee Jacobs, Jr., age 79, died on 

November 28, 2010. He completed undergraduate and graduate studies 

at the University of Michigan, receiving a Ph.D. in psychology in 1959. 

He met his wife, Jo, at Michigan, and the two were married on June 23, 

1956. They lived in Santa Barbara from 1959 to 1962, while Berne taught 

at the University of California. In 1963, they moved to Kalamazoo, where 

Berne became a member of the psychology department at Kalamazoo 

College, serving periodically as department chair until his retirement 

in 1994. During his 31-year tenure at “K,” Berne, who was hired as an 

experimentalist, introduced Humanistic Psychology into the curriculum. 

Humanistic Psychology was a better fit for the classically-trained Berne 

Jacobs, who became a valued mentor for many students; his focus 

was always on students and what would best help them become more 

effective human beings.  Berne’s first love was his family, his second was 

teaching. He acknowledged the unique qualities of all of his students and 

took time to know them as people. He wanted them to succeed in their 

studies, in their professions, and in their lives, and he was willing to do 

whatever he could do to help make that happen.  He knew that success 

was measured not by achievements alone, but mostly by the ability to 

integrate all facets of one’s life into a satisfying whole. His colleagues 

treasured Berne as a steady presence when turbulence arose.  Fellow 

psychology professor Lonnie Supnick described Jacobs’ ability to defuse 

an overly-long, tedious departmental meeting (with the other psycholo-

gists snapping and snarling at one another) by leaving the room on some 

errand and then re-appearing, whistling “Rocky Raccoon.”  The tension, 

Lonnie reported, melted away, and perspective was regained.  Berne 

was truly one of the gentlest of men, and one of the most trusted.   He 

was both funny and 

wise.  He is survived 

by his wife, Jo; a sister, 

Jan ( John Smith), of 

Petoskey, Mich.; and 

three children: Becky 

Jacobs of Appleton, 

Wis.; Scott Jacobs (and 

Amy) of Ann Arbor; and 

Katie Jacobs (and Judy 

Worden) of Kalamazoo. 

The family requests 

memorial donations be 

directed to: The Kalamazoo College Fund (www.kzoo.edu/giving); the 

United Negro College Fund (www.uncf.org); or the Michigan Parkinson 

Foundation (http://parkinsonsmi.org/waysToGive.php). (This obituary was 

compiled by Marigene Arnold, professor of anthropology and sociology, emerita, 

and a colleague and friend of Dr. Jacobs from 1973 to 2010.)

Sara E. “Sally” Davis died October 

22, 2010. She was a longtime friend of 

Kalamazoo College, serving as past Women’s 

Council president, 1833 Society member, 

and Stetson Society member. Memorials may be directed to the 

Women’s Council Scholarship.

Melvin J. “Cy” Tessin, Ph.D., died October 13, 2010, in Battle Creek, 

Michigan. Tessin was personnel director at Kalamazoo College from 1973 

to 1977. He was 82 years old at the time of his death.
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lga Bonfiglio, Education, served as journalist and 

documentarian during a trip to Africa with her pastor, 

Father Ken Schmidt, and his associate, therapist 

Sharon Froom. Schmidt and Froom specialize in 

trauma recovery for adults and children. In Rwanda they 

provided workshops for more than 100 priests, health care 

workers, social workers, and teachers who have clients with 

trauma resulting from the 1994 genocide. During the trip Bonfiglio 

visited the College’s study abroad program in Kenya and filed the following 

report for LuxEsto.

DEEP JOURNEY
Traveling farthest to explore what’s nearest is an 

apt theme for “K” students studying this year at the 

College’s program in Nairobi, Kenya. Nor is “farthest” 

a matter of miles—instead: the distance from one’s 

comfort zone.

Mimansa Patel went to Africa and discovered her roots and 

identity by immersing herself in the city’s Indian sub-culture, one of 

the largest ethnic groups in Nairobi.  Mimansa was born in Grujarat, 

India, and lived there until she came to Kalamazoo at age 13.  A 

Hindu by birth, in Kenya she makes connections with the Indian 

people who live here, and she spends a lot of time in the temple for 

private prayer, reflection, and journal writing.  

Time there is a far cry from the grueling routine that characterized 

the pre-med chemistry major’s life at “K”—consumed by a heavy 

reading schedule, labs, lab reports, and little time for much else.  In 

Kenya, however, Mimansa has time to explore and converse with a 

variety of people she has met through her Indian host family.  It took 

some getting used to.

“At first having so much time was frustrating.  Then I learned to 

sit back, relax, and enjoy it.  I am not stressed out [by a lack of 

time], but rather I worry more about offending people culturally.  

Then again, you have to learn to be OK with not understanding 

everything that goes on.” 

Political science and German major Megan Bauer is mixing and 

mingling with native Kenyans by working with the ODM, a major 

political party in Kenya, and by auditing a German class at the 

University of Nairobi.  

She had considered Germany for her study abroad year, but Nairobi 

has given her a firsthand look at a country that is striving to become 

as democratic and capitalistic as any European country—with all 

the positive and negative consequences that go with that desire.  

Nairobi is a rough and tumble world with teeming masses of people 

(3 million) amid colorful street markets (where vendors hawk their 

wares) and glitzy shopping centers where sales professionals walk 

you through your purchase.  Cars and taxis (mostly Toyotas) dart 

their way through incredible traffic jams under heavy air pollution. 

Well-dressed African professionals employed by companies, non-

governmental organizations, and the government walk confidently 

amid the modern skyscrapers and apartment buildings.  Cell phones 

are everywhere, and a kind of elbow-to-elbow combat helps everyone 

move through the congestion.  Crossing the street and dodging new 

construction is an art form.

Megan thinks the city is best characterized by the matatu, a public 

transportation passenger van.  The matatu is a fast-paced, in-your-

face experience that involves a driver desperately trying to pick up 

as many fares in as short a time as possible.  His assistant pops out 

of the vehicle at each stop, hurries people on or off, and collects 

their small change.  Inside, you and 14 people are crammed together 

to a treat of loud music or videos and neon lights—all without air 

conditioning.

But Nairobi is also a genteel place, said Megan, where people not 

only take time for tea but sip it slowly. They are even willing to wait 

in line for it without pushing.

“I’ll talk about this study abroad experience for a long time,” 

said Megan. 

Zach Holden finds that the duration of the Kalamazoo program 

Kalamazoo 
College students in 
Kiswahili class
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in Kenya helps him to discover the rhythm of the culture and to 

experience it in a more authentic way.

“You force yourself to adapt more and to make an effort to thrive,” 

he said.  “I wouldn’t have pushed myself as hard if I didn’t have as 

much time to do it.”

Tourism has good entertainment value, Zach said, but spending 

six months in Kenya is proving to be more life changing for him 

because it is expanding his own self-awareness, especially as a white 

American male with privilege.   

 

Being white (muzungu) in a Black majority culture is a first for 

most of the students.  Until he came to Kenya, Zach could only 

understand racial differences theoretically.  Now he can relate to 

those differences more empathetically. 

Learning Kiswahili is important, not only in encountering the 

nuances of the culture but in going beyond the stereotypes.

Whenever you speak the language, even a little bit, shopkeepers 

believe that you are the student you say you are, other students 

said.  The locals are not expecting white people to know the native 

language or to care to know it.

“Learning Kiswahili is a way of showing respect for the people 

and the place,” said Amelia Murray, a biology and history 

major.  “I may never use it again, but it’s all a part of inserting 

myself into the culture.”

“Kenya has also helped me get out of the ‘K’ bubble in order to 

think about what I want to do once I’m finished with 

school,” Zach added.

With reflective space and time to examine his life 

more critically, he is making choices for himself rather 

than “padding my résumé” with a major in political 

science, a minor in anthropology and sociology, and a 

concentration in critical theory.  Instead, he plans to return to “K” 

this spring focused on his major and taking courses he wants to take.

Zach believes that Kenya has shown him the importance of putting 

one foot in front of the other and moving forward rather than being 

stymied by various cultural obstacles.

“There won’t be much after Kenya that I don’t think I couldn’t do,” 

he said.  “If I were told five years ago that I would be thinking in 

these terms, I never would have believed it!”

A magnificent seven: the Kalamazoo College 
2010-11 study abroad group in Nairobi, 
Kenya (l-r)—Zach Holden, Saskia Boggs, 
Megan Bauer, Mimansa Patel, Amelia 
Murray, Katie Wright, Emily Matus. 

Megan Bauer and 
Mimansa Patel visit 
the Indian temple in 
Nairobi.
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When the first issue of  The Cauldron 

debuted in the Spring of  1962, it was 

comprised of  eighteen pieces by fifteen 

students, cost a mere thirty-five cents 

a copy, and with the exception of  the 

cover and odd page, was duplicated via 

mimeograph. Like most everything else, 

save a passion for the arts, The Cauldron 

has evolved with time. Over the past 

decades, The Cauldron has steadily 

grown in size and ambition, inspired 

by and seeking to maintain the goals 

upon which the magazine was originally 

founded. In the premiere issue’s 

introductory letter, The Cauldron’s 

founding editors asked “What of  the 

the CAULDRON
future? Cauldron, which has many 

untried possibilities as a channel for 

student work, invites both student and 

faculty suggestions for a still uncertain 

future. Until then, however, why not 

turn the pages and see what the present 

offers?” While in 2011, we are confident 

in The Cauldron’s future, this would 

not be the case without your valued 

readership and support. We thank you 

for picking up this year’s magazine and 

in doing so, taking part in a Kalamazoo 

College tradition. We urge you to follow 

our predecessors’ wise advice: turn the 

pages and see what this generation has 

contributed to an already rich history.
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We do more in four years... 
so that our students can do more in a lifetime.

Available this spring 

will be Kalamazoo College’s 

literary magazine, The Cauldron, 

and Passage, the student publica-

tion of images and reflections 

from study abroad. 

The Cauldron unveils during a 

Stetson Chapel ceremony  

(8 p.m., April 21) to which the 

public is invited. The Cauldron 

2011 can be pre-ordered for $5 

(e-mail Cauldron@kzoo.edu). 

Back issues can be ordered 

for $1 each. The editors will 

ship your purchase or have it 

ready for you at the unveiling 

ceremony. 

To order a copy of Passage, 

contact Angela Gross  

(Angela.Gross@kzoo.edu). 


