“These kids will go to colleges where the leaders of our country have gone.” says Justine Stamen (center, with Teak Fellows and staff).

eWitt White was one of Justine
DEt.am-eu’s favorite students.

Although he grew up on the
streets of some of Mew York City's
roughest neighborhoods, he learned
to play classical piano by ear, develop-
ing a talent so dazzling that he landed
a Carnegie Hall recital by the time he
was 15, “It wasn't something you'd
expect of a teenager, especially a home-
less one,” savs Stamen, who befriended
DveWHLE when he attended a summer
academic program she ran in The
Bronx. But in 1997 her voung friend
was found shot to death under a train
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After the murder of
a promising teen,
Justine Stamen helps
others prep for success

treztle in Staten Island, crack cocaine
stuffed in his pocket. “His death was a
huge blow,” Stamen, now 33, says. "1
felt like the whole city let him down.”

Months after DeWitt’s funeral, Sta-
men quit her job, and with help from
friends in the business and charity
worlds she embarked on a mission: to
give others the future he would never
hawe. The result is the Teak Fellowship,
a Manhattan-bhased organization that
helps poor teens gain admission to
some of the country’s most elite high
schools, T think of it as a Rhodes Schol.
arship for middle school students,” says
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Teachers

The murder of best friend Teak Dyer {in
1987) inspired Stamen to help others,

Stamen, who runs the program with a
staff of cight in New York's Chelzea
neighborhood, “Thomas Jefferson said
we should be an aristocracy of talent,
that people should rise and fall by their
abilities. But it isn't like that. And that's
why I'm here.”

Funded by private donations and cor-
porate gifts, Teak selects promising stu-
dents in the seventh grade from Mew
York City public schools, Called “fel-
lows" theyattend weekend and after-
school classes, summeer bool-campp ses-
sions and receive academic counseling
plus training in phone skills, interview
techniques and even diction, Most go
an to private schools, which pick up
tuition, while Teak foots the bill for
most other expenses, Al of the 20 orig-
inal fellows, now high school seniors,
are applving to college. *They always
bell you at Teak that you can dao it,” says
Stephanie Hiciano, 17, The daughter of
Domindcan immigrant parents and a
senior at Manhattan's posh Convent of
the Sacred Heart, she hopes to attend
Stamen's alma mater: Brown,

Still, the gulf hetween prep school
and the inner city can bevast, "One time
I was taking the bus home, and when it
~:l1'|-'|1'|1|:_=|:_'| im framt of my ]'|'|:'||:"|.=:,_ somehadss
said, "Whao lives here™ ™ says Thai Vu,
17, a senior at the elite Riverdale Coun-
trv School who lives on a tough block
in Spanish Harlem. “That was hard to
hear” To help bridge the gap, Stamen
takes fellows on field trips to musenms
and plays, and in 2002 arranged a spe-
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Stamen says, “We all just adored
DeWitt,” who was gunned down at 17,

cial dinner with Bill and Hillary Clin-
ton. “To see them sit down to dinner
with a formier President and a senator,
that brought tears to my eves,” she says.

An only child of divorced parents,
Stamen, who attended a privabe school
in Los Angeles growing up, developed
a social conscience young, volunteer-

i many ways, Ama Blanchette, 17, is a
typical prepoy, She's a B sludent &t
Phillips: Exatar Academy in New Hamp-
shire, o2 of the country’s oidest boand-
ing schonls, plays onns and as her
gy on altending an vy League college
when she graduates in 2005, But Ama
comes frovn & aifferent word than her
prvilegad classmates: Kaized by her
mather, Karen, & single parent, in Co-Op
Ciby, a middie-incorme housing coopdra-
five dn Thee Brons, she became & Teak Fef-
fow at 12 The sxparience opanad up a
future she never dreamed of,

At my public school we had mone

than 30 students in a class. A kot of

them didn'l cam aboul school at
all. and the teacher just yelled a lot |
really didn't know thene were other kinds
of schools out thene, Then, in seventh
grade, a guidance counselor told me
about Teal. Whan | gZot in, my mom was
S0 excibed. She's ralsed me and my broth-
er alona and would do amything for us, but
she doesn't have the connections Teak

Head of the Class: One Teak Fellow’s Story

ing in a local homeless shelter as o teen.
But it was only after her best friend,
Teak Drver, was murdered by a stranger
at the end of their senior vear in high
schonl that she committed to a career
helping others, Graduating from
Browm in 1992, Stamen moved to New
York City, where she made another
Criend who died too young, Within teo
vears of DeWitt White’s death, Stamen
had raised 400,000 to launéh Teak
(named for her friend) and now hopes
to create a 23,5 million permanent
endowment to help an ever-growing
number of needy students, If she
eventually reaches that lofty goal, Sta-
men says all eredit should go to the
voung pianist from The Bronx. I
couldn’t have done ;Jll_'r'-l'rl'l‘.hi.-i without
DeWitt,” she says. “His death kicked
me into gear.”

By Bab Meadows. loanne Fowlar in
Meerw ook City
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Elanchette at Co-0p City.

cdpes, With Jesting's help, | got acceptad
T Exetor in the eighth drade. When | iold
imy friands | was going 1o boanding schoal,
They said, “What did vou do wrong?”

| feft really nervous when | first got
thera. | thought rich peopla wans Sno0ky
But everyene ls reslly nice. Baing &t Exster
changad my vision of rysall. Now | tink
about becoming an architect or an
ambassador, |'ve leamed that it dossn't
matter what other people say you can
di. I8 what you think you can do.

ﬂ Far mare on the Taak Fallowship peogram, go to wes. peaple.com or AOL (Keyword: People)
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