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I The Program Matures

Expanding the Program

What is your background and previous experience and relevant employment?
I was born in South Dakota. My father was a member of the U.S. House of 

Representatives and then U.S. Senate, and so I was educated in both South Dakota and 
Washington, D.C. I earned a bachelor’s degree at George Washington University, and a 
master’s at American University.

My first relevant government job was at the Office for Economic Opportunity, working 
under the legendary Jule Sugarman, who designed and implemented Head Start under 
Sargent Shriver. … He was the smartest man in the room, but never let anyone else know 
it. … [Editor’s note: Sugarman was described by others as an “administrative genius.”] From 
there, I went to the U.S. Office of Education [now the U.S. Department of Education]. 
… While there, I was assigned responsibility for the congressionally mandated report to 
Congress on the education of the gifted and talented.

That sounds important; I’m Googling 
it now. It was the first national report on 
gifted education, I see. You had a key role 
in this report?

I organized, planned, and directed 
the implementation of it. The study 
recommended the creation of the Office 
of Gifted and Talented [OGT] within the 
Office of Education. I went to that office 
when it was established.  

When did you first learn about the 
Presidential Scholars Program?

 The Presidential Scholars Program was 
assigned to the OGT. In 1974 or so, we 
were receiving calls from Dr. John Stalnaker, 
questioning his continuing role as Executive 
Director. At this time, new federal privacy 
laws had taken effect, which affected how 
the Scholar candidates could be identified. 
Previously, Dr. Stalnaker had personally 
overseen the identification via his role as 
president of the National Merit Scholarship 
Corporation. I called Educational Testing 
Service [ETS], and spoke to their president, 
Dr. William Turnbull. His daughter had been 
a Presidential Scholar [Brenda Turnbull, 
1968, NJ], and he was immeasurably helpful 
in his generosity and assistance.

And your first big task as Executive 
Director was …

Two tasks: one, identify the Scholar 
candidates, and two, develop a method 
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Presidential Scholars Program, 1975-79

of application for them. ETS sent 
information to schools, asking them 
to identify possible candidates. Those 
students expressing interest returned 
information to ETS. That was how we 
developed the pool of those wanting to 
be considered. ETS assembled college 
admissions personnel to sort through and 
identify the most promising candidates. 
[Later, ACT scores were also considered.]

At which point did the Commission on 
Presidential Scholars enter the process?

The pool was narrowed down so that 
the Commission could not make a mistake 
in their selections. They were all excellent 
candidates at that point. But, as Allen 
Wallis [Chairman of the White House 
Commission, 1969-77] said to the Scholars, 
“You can’t assume you are the best. You can 
only be here as representative of the best, 
and that is your role.”

I’ve always wondered, who wrote 
the essay questions that were in the 
application?

Some Commission members, I think, 
had a role in it, especially if they served 
on the Executive Committee of the 
Commission.

For many Scholars, the medallion 
ceremony and time in Washington are 
extremely memorable moments in their 

lives. It can’t be easy to assemble all 
the moving parts of their visits and the 
ceremony on the Executive Director’s 
end. Do you have any memorable stories 
of the logistical feats you pulled off to 
make it all happen? 

It was often extremely difficult 
to organize it. One year, one of the 
Presidential Scholars Program staff 
consultants, Lee Leonhardy, called me and 
said it was pouring rain. The medallion 
ceremony was moved inside to the Indian 
Treaty Room. She got a very large supply 
of garbage bags to use as ponchos for the 
Scholars.

Amy Levin [1974, Americans Abroad] 
was at the ceremony that year, and she 
vividly remembers the garbage bag 
ponchos! Lee Leonhardy told me several 
stories of logistical challenges, including 
hastily writing notes for President Jimmy 
Carter before his address to the Scholars, 
arranging a tour of the Embassy of Iran, 
and lining up the State Department 
reception through her connections as 
a former Foreign Service officer. You 
certainly surrounded yourself with 
interesting and talented people! Can you 
say more about them?

Yes. I saw Lee one day with her kids and 
said, “You’d like to work on this program.” 
Felice Kaufmann did her doctorate on the 
Presidential Scholars, and had been a fellow 
on a grant through Columbia University 
Teachers College. I selected people who 
were knowledgeable and creative and 
wanted to do it. Similarly, we worked very 
hard to have very competent people on the 
Commission, such as Murry Sidlin.

[My philosophy is:] Programs become 
effective and survive because of the vision 
and the administrative skills of the people 
who implement them.

And you also created the Advisors 
concept, as well – the Scholar alumni 
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Jane Case Williams (center) speaking to 
a Scholar at National Recognition Week. 
At left is Mary Frances Berry, assistant 
secretary for education in the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare in the Carter 
administration.
    

who help with subsequent National 
Recognition Weeks.

Yes. When I took responsibility for the 
program, I knew we needed a lot of people 
to work with the Scholars. There was a 
need for staff, and particularly the ability to 
communicate with young people.

Several alumni remember their Advisor 
service fondly for decades afterward, 
including the master of ceremonies for 
our 2014 Summit, Leonard Earl Howze. 
You also were Executive Director when 
the funding from the Geraldine R. Dodge 
Foundation was established, a $1,000 
cash award to each Scholar that continued 
for the next two decades or so. How did 
that come about?  

Many members of the Commission 
had said, “What a shame it is there’s no 
monetary award.” I drafted a proposal 
on behalf of Dr. [William] Pressly 
[Commission Chair, 1978-81] for 
submission to the Dodge Foundation. It 
may have been the first private funding 
for any governmental education program. 
The funds were to be channeled through 
the American Association for the Gifted 
as grantee and administrator on behalf of 
the Commission.

You were breaking new ground, in other 
words.

Yes. It was unrestricted money, for the 
Scholars to buy whatever they needed.

Now we turn to the biggest 
development of the past 35 years in the 
Presidential Scholars Program: Executive 
Order 12158 (September 1979), which 
expanded the ranks of the Presidential 
Scholars to include up to 20 Scholars in 
the Arts. Tell more about where this idea 
came from, and how it came to fruition.

There was much help and significant 
financial support in initial implementation 
of selection procedures from ETS, because 
of Dr. Turnbull’s extreme interest in the 
program. Implementation was not easy. We 
earlier did a pilot study from the existing 
pool of Scholar finalists who indicated 
their artistic abilities; I recall Murry Sidlin 
listening to recordings, trying to judge 
the applicants, saying, “This is a tuba 
solo? You’re joking!” And music seemed 

to be the easiest of the arts to judge by 
Commission members.

Murry has related the story of his 
speech to the Commission for the 
creation of Arts Scholars. Was he the 
source of the idea?

Yes, I’ll give him credit.

How did the idea for the Scholars in 
the Arts make it all the way to President 
Carter’s desk? That must be a hard thing 
to pull off.

The very effective liaison person from 
the White House organized the Executive 
Order. But, I will reiterate: Programs 
become effective and survive because of 
the vision and the administrative skills of 
the people who implement them. It’s one 
thing to say, “That’s a good idea,” and a 
very different road to actually implement 
the idea.

What were the most rewarding and 
challenging aspects of your time as 
Executive Director?

The most rewarding aspect was working 
with all the wonderful people involved, 
and making friendships around the country. 
The challenges often involved money 
even within the federal agency, and there 
were always administrators who didn’t 
understand the value of the program.

Many of the aspects of the program 
that you implemented remain a part of it in 
2014. From a Scholar alumnus to a former 
Executive Director, thank you for your 
impact on our lives!

Thank you, that’s very gratifying.{“Programs become effective and survive because 
of the vision and the administrative skills of the 
people who implement them.”




