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Thank you for this great honor.  
 
I am so very happy to be here—and to have this opportunity to 
speak to all of you.  
 
Special thanks to Robert Capers, U.S. Attorney for the Eastern 
District of New York, and to the Office’s African American Heritage 
Committee, especially the program’s two co-chairs Tanisha Payne 
and Dara Olds, who invited me to be here to accept this wonderful 
award.  
 
* * *  
 
Most of you in this room belong to the legal profession. You are 
judges, practicing lawyers, students of the law.   
 
At first glance, it might seem like my work has little connection to 
yours. I am an epidemiologist—someone who studies the 
distribution and determinants of diseases with the goal of 
preventing their spread. More specifically, I focus on maternal and 
infant mortality. 
 
But for all the differences between our professions, there is much 
that we share.  
 
As lawyers, you search for truth in service to justice—and you do 
so through evidence-based decision-making. The same is true for 
those of us who work in public health.  These are our touchstones, 
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just as they are for you.  They remind us of why we do what we 
do—and they spur us forward.  
 
Along with this shared why, we also share a how. And that “how” is 
education—the single greatest catalyst to human progress, 
everywhere and always.    
 
The theme of this year’s program is the role of education in the 
history of African-Americans and the challenges faced today. This 
is a topic near and dear to my heart—both personally and 
professionally. Indeed, the two are very much related.  
 
To start with the personal:  
 
I was born in Kingston, Jamaica—just like Joan Samuels, whose 
beautiful art is on display here. I grew up in Queens New York, the 
oldest of four children in our immigrant family. I did not grow up in 
poverty—but we were not far from it either. My wonderful parents 
had no more than nine years of formal education between them. 
And yet all four of us kids went on to higher education.   
 
This was possible because of outstanding social systems, including 
excellent New York City public schools with passionate, well-
trained teachers.  
 
Let’s be clear: Teachers matter.  I suspect you, like me, know this 
from personal experience. It’s also borne out by research. Indeed, 
Harvard economist  Ronald Ferguson found that teacher expertise 
was the single most important determinant of students’ 
achievement, accounting for a stunning 40% of the measured 
variance in students’ reading and math achievement gains in 
grades 1-12 [in an analysis of 900 Texas school districts]. Against 
this backdrop, it is especially troubling that minority students 
have—on average—less-experienced, lower-paid teachers who 
are less likely to be certified.  
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That said, here—as in so many ways—I have been fortunate. 
Throughout my life, I have had what I think of as “angel teachers”—
true educators who appeared in my life at pivotal moments.  

Early on, a middle school teacher—Mr. Gilbert—recognized my 
aptitude for the life sciences and immediately counseled my 
parents to get me in SP - advanced curriculum - classes.  
 
In high school, Mr. Greenspan insisted that I reach higher when 
applying to college, that I not opt for a school simply because it 
offered me a sports scholarship. That’s how I got to Princeton, 
where I received a world class undergraduate education.  
 
At Princeton, I had the life-changing opportunity to study genetics 
with Nobel Laureate Eric Wieschaus, who taught me not only how 
to be a scientist but also how to take joy in my work, an invaluable 
lesson that continues to serve me.  
 
In graduate school, I was fortunate to study with Harvard’s Nancy 
Mueller and Richard Monson, both of whom became the sort of role 
models and mentors that I aspire to be.  
 
As I reflect on my educational experiences, I can’t help but be 
struck by the role of luck—of good fortune—in bringing me to where 
I am today. The fact that my parents came to the United States. 
That I encountered the teachers and mentors I was blessed to have. 
None of this was my doing.  
 
Of course, I worked hard. I was smart. I had aptitude. But the older 
I get, the more I see that these things are only part of the equation. 
We do not exist in isolation.  The larger socio-political context 
matters: The people in our lives. The laws and policies that 
structure our world, as well as their implementation.   
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I recently saw the wonderful movie Hidden Figures—have some of 
you seen it?  
 
It’s based on a book of the same name that tells the story of African-
American women whose work as so-called “human computers” 
fueled the U.S. space program starting in the 1950s. Its focus is 
three extraordinary women—Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughn, 
and Mary Jackson—all of whom did groundbreaking work despite 
the obstacles posed by systemic segregation and discrimination, 
based on sex as well as race. It would be another three decades 
or so before Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw coined the term 
“intersectionality” but its reality was everywhere.   
 
The film reminds us of what this looked like—as well as what it felt 
like: Restrooms and water fountains for “colored” only. Ongoing 
barriers to education despite the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in 
Brown v. Board of Education.  In the words of a frustrated Mary 
Jackson—struggling to enroll in the segregated classes required to 
become an engineer: “Virginia acts like Brown v. Board never 
happened.”  
 
Despite these obstacles, the real-life Mary Jackson ultimately 
prevailed. In 1958, she became NASA’s first black female engineer.  
Johnson and Vaughn would also make history—Johnson as a 
brilliant mathematical analyst for lunar missions and Vaughn as the 
agency’s first black supervisor.  

But even as we celebrate these triumphs, I believe it is equally 
important to recognize the hundreds, thousands, possibly millions 
of equally talented African-Americans lost along the way—and 
those who continue to be lost. Those without a real chance to fulfill 
their potential.  

Human capital is precious.  This truth belongs at the heart of our 
social policy. We need to reduce the role of good luck and 
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happenstance—to build a world where exceptions like the women 
of Hidden Figures can become the rule.  

I don’t need to tell you how very far we are from this point—the 
breadth of the gap between aspirations and reality. Research 
shows that the U.S. educational system is one of the most unequal 
in the world—and that, more than 60 years after Brown v. Board of 
Education, U.S. school systems remain separate and unequal.   

In these troubling times, we must re-double our efforts to level the 
playing field, to create a world where opportunities are available to 
all. We must re-commit to erasing what writer Jonathan Kozol 
memorably called “Savage Inequalities.” 

These days, there is much talk of a so-called “post-truth” world, 
but—as the old saying goes—facts are stubborn things. Effective 
laws and policies derive from evidence.  

Some years back, the former presidents of Harvard and Princeton, 
Derek Bok and William Bowen, —both white men—undertook an 
extensive study of affirmative action. After examining the academic, 
employment, and life histories of more than 45,000 students who 
attended 28 academically selective U.S. college and universities, 
they concluded that affirmative action succeeded in its goals of 
educating minority students and creating more vibrant and diverse 
learning environments.  Such findings mattered then—and they 
matter now.  

We’d also do well to keep in mind how powerfully inter-connected 
our disparate efforts are.  Law, health, education—these all fit 
together.  Those who get good educations not only get better jobs 
and earn more money—they also live longer and healthier lives.  
And the relationship runs both ways: Healthy children are set up to 
take advantage of educational opportunities—they miss school 
less, have better concentration, are more able to retain what 
they’ve learned. They are better able to manage stress—equipped 
for resilience at a time when this capacity matters more than ever.  
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Finally, we need to value great teaching and mentorship—and act 
accordingly. We can do this both by advocating for laws and 
policies that enhance the teaching force and through our day-to-
day actions.  
 
While not all of us will be classroom teachers, all of us can 
mentor—and the need is overwhelming. Consider this: While 
nearly 2/3 [64%] of affluent kids have some mentoring beyond their 
extended families, almost the same percentage of poor kids [62%] 
do not. This is yet another way that inequality compounds itself in 
ways that hurt us all.  (As a side note, mentorship is deeply 
rewarding for the mentor as well as the mentee—something I’m 
sure many of you have discovered for yourselves.)   

* * *  
 
The rallying cry “America First” has been on my mind a lot lately. I 
worry about what drives that rhetoric — and where it could carry us.  
Of course, we all love our country and want it to be the best it can 
be. But to be first in ways that truly matter, we need to make good 
choices about what we put first. We need to, we must make 
education a top priority.  
 
Let me return to Hidden Figures for a moment. One of the most 
exciting things about this film is its potential to encourage African-
American children, especially girls, to pursue education. To quote 
NASA engineer Shelia Nash-Stevenson, the first African-American 
female in Alabama to receive a PhD in physics: “[These ladies] 
were brilliant. “What . . . girls don’t realize these days is that they, 
too, are brilliant.”  
 
Yet, even as we relish this message, we must also stay focused on 
all that remains undone. Here’s a part of the real-life story that the 
film leaves out:  After some 20 years, the phenomenal Mary 
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Jackson left engineering. The reason? Frustration with the glass 
ceiling that continued to hold back women. In a dramatic career 
change, she took on a new role—a demotion—to become 
Langley’s Federal Women’s Program Manager, a role where she 
could actively support the hiring and promotion of women and 
minorities.  
 
Thus, having first fought for herself, Jackson dedicated her later 
years to fighting for others—to continuing the battle for expanded 
opportunities. To me, this is every bit as inspiring as the story that 
unfolds on film. It is a reminder of our privilege—and 
responsibility—to pay it forward, to heed these beautifully simple 
words from one of my favorite writers, Maya Angelou: “When you 
learn teach/When you get, give.”  

Thank you for being here today—and again for this great honor. 
	
	

	


