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Somewhere along the way — from South Carolina to
Oakland, California, by way of Saudi Arabia and St.
Timothy’s School — Jamia Wilson ’98 discovered girl
power. Make no mistake, by age 15, this self-described
feminist media activist, organizer and storyteller already
saw herself as “a child of the world, a third culture kid,”
she says. But it was in the verdant fields, open skies and
“Blue Stocking” feminist sensibilities of St. Timothy’s
that she found her voice as a change agent and champion
of media equality. Today, online, in print and on the
airwaves, recognized for incisive thought and killer
storytelling, Jamia’s voice rings loud and clear. And the
world is listening.
“I self-identify as Southern bred in the sense that those
are my values and background, but I really see myself
as a global nomad,” she explains. That’s not surprising,
given her upbringing. Her parents, both southern African
Americans, grew up under segregation and Jim Crow.
They met in graduate school, “right around the time of
the Civil Rights Act,” she says. Both became professors
of speech language pathology and speech sciences. They
taught at a Historically Black College in South Carolina,
and this is where Jamia was born and raised for the first
five years of her life. Having parents in academia who
were also active in civil rights informed Jamia’s politics
and self image. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,”
she says.
Her early years were spent among African American
intellectuals, academics and civil rights agitators. Her
mother participated in lunch counter sit-ins. Her father
debated Jesse Helms on the radio. But things were soon
to change for Jamia and the Wilson family. One day, she
explains, “my dad saw an article in the Chronicle of Higher
Education saying that King Saud University in Saudi
Arabia wanted to start a speech-language pathology and
communication sciences program.” Her father applied.
Before they knew it, he was on a plane to Riyadh. The
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program quickly grew, and soon Jamia and her mother —
“she’s the one who’s the project development person” —
followed. In 1991, Jamia’s parents helped establish the
Jeddah Institute for Speech and Hearing, the first institution of its kind in Saudi Arabia. They remained several
years before returning to the States. “My mom is now
back in Saudi Arabia,” she says, “so it’s come full circle.”
Jamia attended an American international school
in Saudi Arabia through the ninth grade. Looking for a
boarding school to complete her high school education,
the family discovered St. Timothy’s through an Episcopalian uncle who lived and worked in Washington, D.C.
Jamia had her mind set on something different, but
when she looked at the St. Timothy’s literature, she
remembers thinking, “Oh, this is totally me, a school
that is accepting of all types of girls.” Pouring over the
brochures, she took it all in — the messages, the graphic
design, the photographs of the place, the way “all the
girls were supporting each other.” Most of all, she liked
what the brochures said, that St. Timothy’s was founded
in the 19th century by “Blue Stocking feminists,” she
explains. “These were some of the earliest feminists,
pre-Simone de Beauvoir, women who by the 18th century
were already talking about equality and suffrage and
enfranchisement for women.”
Enthralled by St. Timothy’s feminist, suffragette roots,
Jamia was also attracted to the school’s embrace of athletics. “My grandmother was a basketball player and track
runner at Tuskegee Institute,” she says. “I’m not athletic,
but the fact that the school encouraged girls to play and
to use their bodies to move and compete inspired me.”
Once on campus, it was time to adjust. “I remember
thinking, ‘here are all these girls who grew up really
differently than me,’” she recalls. At the same time, she
says, she could see how much they had in common. It was
in that moment that she realized, “this is going to be fun.”
The nineties were a time of great change for women,
and for young women in particular. “There was some
awesome music happening, a lot of girl power,” she says.
“From the mainstream Spice Girls message that could be
unpacked in any number of ways, to punk rock and rap
movements, which my roommate and I were interested
in at that time.” Plus, she recalls, “It was a really great time
to be in the D.C. area because I’ve always been interested
in politics. There were things going on that were forcing
me to think about what was happening in the wider world,
especially as a young black woman.”
And, she recalls, St. Timothy’s opened her mind to the
great gift of respect for differing viewpoints. “I remember
a debate I had with another student in the school paper
about abortion,” she says. “We wrote point-counterpoint,
and the campus was buzzing about it. That was one of
the best learning moments in my life, to be able to be

friends with someone, break bread with her and love her
while maintaining diametrically opposed viewpoints.
“I was forming my own views outside of my parents
and outside of what I was learning in the classroom,” she
continues, “and being encouraged to do that on campus.”
As it has done for generations of other young women,
St. Timothy’s provided Jamia with encouragement to
speak her mind and a platform to grow in confidence and
individuality. These were not lessons lost on this outspoken young woman.
Upon graduation in 1998, Jamia set her sights on
American University in nearby Washington, D.C. Entering
as a broadcast journalism major, she soon switched to
public relations and, ultimately, communications. Of
course, being Jamia Wilson, it wasn’t long before she was
deeply involved in campus activism. “I was in the Amnesty
International chapter at St. Timothy’s, so the natural
progression was that I would be active in the Amnesty
International chapter at American,” she explains.
One thing led to another, and soon, her eyes were
opened to new opportunities for engagement and cause
to support. She joined a club called The Movement, an
umbrella coalition of, as she calls them, the “leftist of the
leftist wing” groups on campus. She became part of the
Free Burma Coalition. She joined the executive board
of the American University chapter of Choice USA, an
organization co-founded by Gloria Steinem, for whom
she would later work.
Through her internship advisor at American, she
became involved with Planned Parenthood, where she
stayed for almost five years moving up the ranks from
associate to national campus organizer. Soon, she was
tapping her public relations skills as the principal for
Voices for Planned Parenthood. “There’s a lot of controversy surrounding the work of Planned Parenthood,”
she says. “And I had a lot of growing up to do to be out
in front of the media, to organize, to knock on people’s
doors and ask for their support of these sometimes
uncomfortable positions.” These were intense, wonderful
experiences that solidified for her a passion for doing
social change work. “It felt really right,” she says.
Earning her B.A. in communications, Jamia headed
to graduate school at New York University, where her
mother’s father had attended as one of the first African
American graduate students in architecture and industrial
arts. Designing her own research track around black
feminist consciousness and dis-identification theory, she
pursued an interdisciplinary degree program, ultimately
earning a M.A. in humanities and social thought. Using
singer, songwriter and civil rights activist Nina Simone
as the focus of her research, she explored how a life can
play out as an artist/activist. “After I did the entire thesis
I realized, ‘Oh, I was really trying to learn about myself.’”

Also from the South and also an internationalist, Simone
“self-exiled herself and was an activist who had to navigate all these different worlds,” says Jamia. The similarities
are striking.
Today, this energetic young woman continues to lead
a life of self-discovery and activism, helping others navigate complex issues of gender, identity, race, media and
social change. She is the executive director of Youth+
Tech+Health (www.yth.org) and a staff writer for Rookie
Magazine. Before that, she was the TED Prize Storyteller.
She has received wide recognition as a next generation leader in advocacy movements, including as one of
Refinery29’s “17 Faces of the Future of Feminism” and
as a #SmartFeministofTwitter by Ms. Magazine blog. She
has been featured in CBS News, C-SPAN, Forbes.com,
NPR, Slate, Salon, New York Magazine, the TODAY Show
and the Washington Post, among others. She is a contributor
to the 40th anniversary edition of Our Bodies, Ourselves
and numerous other feminist publications.
She is also a frequent speaker at events like Netroots,
the Civil Liberties and Public Policy’s conference, Facing
Race, Women!Action! Media and the National Conference for Media Reform.
“There are so many messages in the media and in our
culture that women can’t and will not play well together,”
she says. “What was so great about St. Timothy’s was
that it was a living culture and environment where everyone had a stake in each other’s community and life.”
That socialization, she says, “is a big reason why I have
been on this trajectory, why I feel empowered and nourished by being in community with other women instead
of threatened by them.”
She has always been a feminist activist, she says, “but
I’m a feminist media activist because I believe in using
and changing media to transform culture. A lot of people
say, ‘Oh, the media’s just trivial. If you don’t like it, turn
it off.’ Well, I’m here to say it’s the largest public education
device that we all have access to, and we need to be very,
very mindful of what we’re absorbing and what we’re
allowing our children to absorb.”
Recently married to jazz saxophonist Travis Sullivan,
who she met while living and working in New York, Jamia
laughs as she recalls the wedding. “I think St. Timothy’s
is partly the reason I had 15 bridesmaids,” she says.
These Brownies and Spiders who argued and ate together,
attended rap and punk rock shows, debated racism,
William Faulkner and reproductive rights, remain the
closest of confidants. “I’m still good friends with so many
of my classmates and teachers,” she says. “We’re family.
We’re totally family.” %
Jamia at her organization’s (Youth+Tech+Health) conference in April —
YTH Live 2014.
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understanding and healing? Such questions can take a
lifetime to answer. More important, they are the kinds of
questions that can sustain a lifelong love of learning, ideas
and engagement with the world.
“If you look at the research,” say Stevens, “You quickly
discover that hands-on learning is better. Experiencing
life firsthand is the key to understanding.” Indeed, one
hallmark of a St. Timothy’s education is experiential
learning. It happens every day in the classroom and
around campus. But of course, there are no lessons like
the lessons of life. And through the Global Immersion
Program, St. Timothy’s students “get a broader sense of
the world, and they gain a more powerful connection.”
Truth, Beauty and the Pursuit of Moose
“As soon as we crossed the border into Maine we were
all looking for moose,” says Edie Tepper ’17, Louisville,
Kentucky. They never saw one, she continues, but they

were soon to witness something even bigger than Maine’s
iconic symbol of wilderness. That’s because this Maine
trip would take St. Timothy’s students to the last active
Shaker community in the United States and the studios
of internationally renowned furniture maker Thomas
Moser, whose work is inspired by the purity of form and
function that defines Shaker design and spiritualism.
With only three surviving members, Sabbathday Lake
Shaker Village near New Gloucester and Poland, Maine
is the last active Shaker community in the United States.
Established at the height of the Shaker movement, the
Sabbathday community dates to the late 18th century.
“Their worship was so lively with singing and dancing
that they appeared to outsiders to be shaking,” says
Frazier Beall ’16, Timonium, Maryland, explaining the
origins of the Shaker name.
Students met the Shakers and saw for themselves
the simplicity of their lives and how it is reflected in a

design aesthetic that has become synonymous with
classic American furniture design. This was the perfect
introduction to the next part of the Maine trip: a threeday hands-on workshop in the studios of Thos. Moser
Cabinetmakers, one of America’s premier furniture
makers.
Growing up down the road from the Sabbathday
community, Thomas Moser, now 84, was from the start
influenced by the purity of the Shaker aesthetic, which
can be seen in every exquisite piece of the company’s
natural cherry furniture. Over the past 40 years, the
company has grown from a small group of craftspeople
to a major Maine institution employing some 60 artisans
and others. Although not a Shaker furniture maker per
se, the company’s mission expresses similar aims: “to
build furniture that celebrates the natural beauty of wood;
is of simple, unadorned, graceful lines; and is crafted
for a long, useful life.”
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What do a Shaker village in Maine, Soweto Township in
South Africa and a sheet of sandpaper have in common?
For about a dozen St. Timothy’s School students during
the summer of 2014, they are the lenses through which the
hard work of compassion, artistry and change are now
coming into clearer focus.
This past summer, students had the opportunity to
join Head of School Randy Stevens and his wife Marsha
Guenzler-Stevens on two very different journeys of
discovery — one to the American Northeast and another
to post-apartheid South Africa. But such trips, part of
St. Timothy’s award winning Global Immersion Program,
are not simple sightseeing excursions. Rather, they are
hands-on explorations of life itself.
In this case, students were brought face to face with
questions both enduring and urgent. How can aesthetics
and determination combine to create lasting beauty? Can
the scars of old hatreds nurture new opportunities for
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Left: While visiting Robben Island in South Africa, the travelers paused for a photo with
Table Mountain as the backdrop. Above: Aaron Moser instructs students in the Thos.
Moser workshop in Maine. Below: Bearing the school shield in its center, the “leadership
table” now sits in the Commons.
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Left: At Thos. Moser, Randy Stevens and students built furniture for the Board Room and Commons, including the leadership
table, which everyone signed on the bottom. This page, clockwise from left: St. Timothy’s students and students from P.J.
Simelane Secondary School visit the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg; meeting with Archbishop Desmond Tutu; making
friends in Soweto’s Kliptown Township; hippos at Pilanesburg National Park; students with a Lesedi Village performer.
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“I met Thomas Moser’s son Aaron several years ago
at a conference, where he was showcasing work that they
had done for other boarding schools,” says Stevens. Over
the years, Thomas Moser furniture has found its way
into several buildings at St. Timothy’s, including Dixon
Hall, the new academic building, and the Commons
and Redlands Café, which opened this fall. Out of the
developing relationship, an opportunity to bring students
to the Moser studios in Maine to work with the wood
and learn from these master artisans also developed. The
first such workshop was held in the summer of 2012, and
it has become an annual tradition at the School.
Students make tables they then get to keep, explains
Katie Harvey ’17, Ellicott City, Maryland, “We sanded
the wood down, making sure it was smooth. Then we
constructed the table, sanded it again and then oiled it,”
she says. “Finally, we buffed and polished it. It’s a long
process.”

According to sophomore Zamora Gaston of Chicago,
Illinois, “Seeing how much work went into our beautiful
cherry wood tables and the other furniture on campus
was a great experience.”
Haverford freshman and 2014 St. Timothy’s graduate
Madison Tillman agrees. “I learned that Thos. Moser
furniture is not really furniture,” she says. “It’s actually
artwork. They don’t make it in a factory. It’s a studio, an
artist’s studio.”
Explains Stevens, “One of the things that we spend
a lot of time talking with the girls about is the difference
between data, information, knowledge and wisdom.”
Having the opportunity to meet and talk with Thomas
Moser personally about his company’s ups and downs
over the years and the relentless pursuit of perfection and
beauty reveals deep lessons. “After that trip,” Stevens
continues, “I always say to the girls, ‘What you just got
from Mr. Moser is what we call wisdom, because to have

him share his extraordinary life experiences with you is
really pure wisdom.’”
South Africa: Discovering Contradictions and
Common Ground
St. Timothy’s may not be the only school ever to send
a group of students to South Africa, but it is certainly
the only school to have Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s
daughter, Naomi Tutu, serve as personal guide and trip
organizer. This is not about name-dropping. “It is about
our commitment to going beyond what I call ‘museum
and monument’ tours,” says Stevens. “To have Naomi
Tutu, who grew up in South Africa, provide you with
a behind-the-scenes experience, you really get to know
the people, the issues, the culture.”
According to Leonor Grave ’15 from Santarém, Portugal, her most powerful memory of South Africa was not
of a place, but of a person. “When we visited the Con-

stitutional Court in Johannesburg, our tour guide told
us her story of growing up.” When apartheid ended, this
young woman’s Afrikaner parents were not happy, and
she had to form her own opinions about how she viewed
people in the world. “She told us how difficult that made
her relationship with her parents,” explains Leonor. “She
decided that it was more important to be accepting of
other people, even if that meant straining your relationship with your own family.”
Students toured Soweto Township in Johannesburg.
They saw the homes of Nelson Mandela and Desmond
Tutu. They met personally with Archbishop Tutu during
a luncheon. “And he was really personable, like a grandfather,” says Taylor Dobson ’16, Baltimore, Maryland.
“He just hung out with us.”
According to Katie Harvey, one of the most inspiring
moments came during a visit to a museum “dedicated
to a young boy who was shot during the youth uprisings,”

If there is one message Stevens hopes St. Timothy’s
students take from such trips, it is an appreciation of their
own potential to do good in the world. “We are here
on this earth for a short period of time,” he explains. “And
we can either give or we can get. I hope that these trips
inspire students to give of themselves.”
Whether the inspiration comes from “visiting a
woman’s shelter in Soweto or meeting with Archbishop
Tutu and hearing firsthand how difficult change can be,”
he explains, it is a crucial life lesson that “one person can
really change the course of history, that ordinary people
do extraordinary things. St. Timothy’s students all have
the capacity to do something with their lives, and I want
them to know they can do it.”
“St. Timothy’s really strives to create internationally
minded students,” says Madison. Through the International Baccalaureate program, the international students
who come to St. Timothy’s, and trips like the one to South

Africa, “we can work on becoming true global citizens,”
she says. “It’s important to recognize the opportunity we’re
given at St. Timothy’s and use it to the best of our ability
to create opportunities for others.”
The Hard Work of Change
According to Stevens, “I often hear young people today
say, ‘I want to change the world,’ and we reinforce that
here. But I also think sometimes young people are led to
think it’s going to be easy. When they go out and actually
try to change the world, they quickly become disillusioned
and give up.”
Meeting Thomas Moser and hearing firsthand how
hard it is to maintain a company based on the highest
standards of quality, or talking with Desmond Tutu about
the struggles in South Africa “gives our students a clearer
sense that doing great work is a lifetime undertaking,”
explains Stevens. “But if it’s worth doing, then you’re going

to have to make a commitment to it, because the going
will get tough. You’ve got to have something that centers
you, that keeps you grounded to keep going so you’ll
know it’s worth it.”
Speakers at high school and college commencements
often advise students to “follow your bliss.” Through the
Global Immersions Program and extended hands-on
experiences making things of lasting beauty, St. Timothy’s
students are discovering how to match their grit with
their greatest passions to make the world a better place —
for themselves and for others.
And, as Frazier discovered, making beautiful furniture
can be a lot like a St. Timothy’s education. “If you start
with good wood, good glue and good materials, and you
pour a lot of love into it,” she says, “it will last hundreds
upon hundreds of years, just like this education.” %
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she says. “And we met his sister there. It was really
inspiring to see it through her, how it affected her and
her family.”
What lessons does South Africa hold for Americans?
“I think here we’re very locked into our own ways of
thinking,” says Katie, “so being able to reach out internationally, see how other countries have struggled and
come out of that struggle” is extremely important. “I was
completely inspired by the whole trip,” she says.
Such are the lessons of a nation of contradictions.
And, while racial wounds are still raw in much of South
Africa, the St. Timothy’s students also discovered how
similar people can be. For Taylor, that lesson hit home
during a trip to a Johannesburg high school. “It was
mostly lighter or mixed-race students and black students,”
she explains. “The girls we met were all our age, and it
was just like meeting girls from St. Timothy’s. They were
so personable and friendly.”
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Left: Students at the Nonceba Centre, a shelter for abused women and children. This page, clockwise from left: Students perform at the
Drum Cafe in Cape Town; Naomi Tutu P’10 leaving church in Khayelitsha; the powerful words of Nelson Mandela were painted as a mural
on a wall in Soweto; students wear shirts proclaiming “One Day Sopopa,” meaning “One day we shall prosper;” Cape Town’s famous
and beautiful Table Mountain.

