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Over the summer, three 2022 seniors received an invitation to the Kakehashi
program, which provides them with a fully funded trip to Japan. They received this
after placing second at this year’s Japan Bowl under the guidance of Dr. Mariko
Sato-Berger.
THHS held a “read in” on September 21 during banned books week, organized by
Librarian Arlene Laverde. Students and staff read books of their choosing for a
period to raise awareness about censorship. This is the first part of a yearlong
project to encourage more independent reading. See thhsreading.com for how to
support and participate in the plan.
Seniors held THHS’s first “senior sunrise” last week to welcome the new school
year and to celebrate the senior class. It was organized by the SU and supported
by new Senior Advisor Blayne Gelbman.
Three teachers and one assistant principal attended training sponsored by THAA
at Bard College over the summer focused on writing instruction. They are planning
a series of professional training events for THHS faculty designed to encourage
writing instruction across disciplines. 
The Election Simulation Kick-Off rally occurred on September 28, with local, state,
and national elections on the simulation ballot for this November.



RONDA ALEXANDER ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: 

Ronda Alexander
THHS Class of '94

Tell me a little about yourself.
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What would you say is the greatest lesson you learned at THHS?

My name is Ronda Alexander and I was graduated in
1994. I grew up in Jamaica, Queens and my parents
[have been] together my whole life and we've lived in
the same house since 1977. I learned about Townsend
Harris from my older brother’s girlfriend, who is also a
graduate of Townsend Harris. Going to Townsend
Harris was a little bit of chance but my family really
investigated the New York City Public Schools as best
they could to find places where I was going to get a
solid academic background because [they did]
everything else; we did home arts supplementation
and I was a ballet dancer for most of my life. And so
really what we wanted the school to do was give us 
academics, and that's what Townsend Harris is really strong in. So, we got what we
bargained for in that regard. 
I was a senior the year Townsend Harris moved out of the little building on Parsons
Boulevard and up over to Queens College. So, I was the last class that had their first
three years down at the small building. And then I went to college and med school and
lived in Texas for 13 years. And now I'm back in New York.

This is probably multifold. One of them is to follow your interests and it’s OK to be
unexpected. So the person that I am right now is a black woman who is a doctor who
speaks Japanese and German, like, only polite Japanese and German. Because of the way
Townsend Harris was structured when I was there—I had already finished Spanish and you
don’t get to just leave early [in the day] like other High Schools. So I finished Spanish and
I started taking Japanese and then I got to take it again in college. So nobody expects a
Black lady to speak Japanese and very few people expect the Black lady to speak 
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German, and so it's always a fun little tidbit of interesting conversation when meeting
strangers. [And in the same vein,] nobody expects the Black lady to be the person in the
room who got a perfect score on the National Latin exam, but she is. So, I like to bring that
up whenever somebody tells me about their Ivy League education, haha.
And then on the other side of the coin, when you know something is right, find your people
and stick to your principles. When what you believe is right, is true, stick to it. There were
times at Townsend Harris where, you know, it was challenging. It was not always welcoming;
certain aspects of your personality or culture may not have been welcomed as
enthusiastically as others. When we wanted to bring those things [to the school], we had to
be a part of the generations that were, you know, breaking down the resistance. [For
example], having a Black History program in February and acknowledging those kinds of
things. They wanted to only do International Day and we were like, “Well, we’re not
international. We’ve been here, so we want to talk about us as well.” We didn’t have a lot of
faculty support; we had just enough to make it by. That idea of sticking to your principles
really [came] through strongly for me when, you know I was so proud in Texas––I’m
probably going to cry a little bit but that’s OK––because it was Townsend Harris journalists
who broke [the news of] corruption scandals in NYDOE Public Schools. I was so proud.
Whether you believe it or not, leaving your community better than when you found it
includes talking about what’s wrong even if adults don’t want you to. [The courage of those
journalists] was just amazing to me. I was so proud of them. 

What do you miss most about THHS?
Oh gosh, I miss the innocence. I guess I miss childhood. I miss an environment [full of]
earnest passion. You could always find somebody to encourage your earnest passion.
Whether it was SPE––which was Students for the Preservation of the Earth––or starting a
club that would bring commemoration of, you know, Black American history to the forefront
of the school, or your sport...I mean Westinghouse and having the expectation that 13-17
year-olds would be a part of the Westinghouse competition, is wild. In NYC in the middle of
whatever else was going on in their lives, the fact that it was assumed that at least 10 of us
were going to do it every year [is wild]. That kind of environment, that energy behind you,
the propulsion behind you [is incredible]. And so, I’m really pleased with my time at our
Alma Mater Townsend Harris High––I still remember that darn alma mater. I can still [S]ing in
praise of happy days at Townsend Harris High, ha. 
If anything it was like a palace where you could be the nerd you actually were and it was 
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fine. We still made fun of each other, like any other teenagers do, but at the end of the day,
I was still getting my 30/30 on MVM. Did you have MVM? It stands for May is Vocabulary
Month. And I still know those words. Like loquacious. And oh my gosh, there’s a fancy word
for cussing...I can’t remember it right now...oh! Vituperative! From Latin vituperare! Just having
those inside jokes among each other… like nobody else thinks quid faci is funny, but kids in
Harris do. It doesn’t mean anything special in Latin, but you feel like you’re being naughty! 
But I also have the maturity and the distance to see the parts that weren’t so shiny and
good. I realize that they were also a part of me becoming who I am. I’m just glad that the
school is doing better by the students in that regard.

I’m where I am today because of the steady, firm foundation I got from my parents and my
family. The guidance counselors definitely wanted me to go to one of the Seven Sisters or
an Ivy League school and so they were confused, or disappointed, when my list was 90%
HBCUs. That was my choice from the time when I was a very small child. And so, I went to
Xavier University of Louisiana down in New Orleans. I went to that school sight unseen
because––very smart marketing––they sent mailers. At the time, mailers were what
Instagram is now and they basically got the list of the PSAT scores and they would send
mailers and I just kept getting a mailer every week that said they were #1 in the nation at
placing African Americans into medical school and I wanted to be a doctor. And so, you
know, I applied and it wasn't even really my first choice––my first choices were Spelman,
Clark Atlanta, and Howard––But then I just kept seeing Xavier and I said, “You know what,
let's give it a go.”
So I applied and it was one of the best decisions of my entire life. It required me to dislocate
myself from my entire social network. When I arrived on that campus I didn't know a single
human being. I had to learn to, you know, create my own network, of course, facilitated by
the university, which did an amazing job of orientating and of creating cohesion among the
student groups. But really just learned who I was and how I worked best and, you know,
basically making the choices that were going to support my dream. Xavier really helped me
with that infrastructure, and I was able to use those resources, and I applied to and
attended Cornell Medical College in Manhattan, was graduated from there, and then went to
a residency in the Bronx at Montefiore Medical Center, which coincidentally is where I work
now. I did a fellowship in voice and laryngology and then I went to Texas for 12 years and I
was the director of the Texas Voice Performance Institute as well as being a residency 

Where has life taken you since Townsend Harris?
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director at the McGovern Medical School at UTHealth Houston.
Then, due to family health needs, as well as just it being time, I came back to New York and
Montefiore is my new workplace where I'm back working with some of my teachers and
trusted mentors, as well as a new generation of doctors and together we're bringing
excellent care to the folks of the Bronx, Westchester and northern Manhattan. It's really a joy

How have you implemented the sentiment of the Ephebic Oath into your life since graduating?

Is there any teacher that greatly influenced you during your time at Townsend Harris?
This is going to reveal my inner dork again, and honestly, I’m proud of her. I’m a nerd, I’m
proud of it. Nerds are cool. But the board picked the right ambassador for me in Ms
Michlewitz because my freshman year, when I was still only...I think I wasn’t even 13 yet I think
I started at 12 because my birthday is in November...[but] we would actually sneak out of
lunch, so technically we would cut lunch to go to her English class and just sit on the floor
and try to participate in her class as a bonus English class. Because in that class you were
guaranteed [to do some] acting. She would bring out the sheet and dress like Julius Caesar
and there was going to be a fake knife and there was going to be a stabbing. Like [she had
a talent for] bringing literature to life and not having it be dry and boring.
And then there are also a couple of teachers who weren't there for a very long time. Like Ms
Pauk / Ms De San Blas; she was my Spanish teacher one year. She was actually from [Cuba]
and she was really just like a quiet, powerful presence. Honestly just being in a school where
we were expected to do well was just great. It's great when people aren't surprised when
you get a 95 on something. That’s great.

Oh, when something is trash, throw it away. Especially a system. So medical training is tough
and historically has involved a lot of bullying and unfair work environments. And just because
it's been that way doesn't mean it has to stay that way. So when I was Residency Program
Director I presided over a period when we were revamping the curriculum and the structure.
So my job, at its core, was to take the meat and throw away the bones. And so I had to
really coach the faculty [and let them know] that things were changing, our learners were
changing, and that just because something bad happened to us does not mean that we
have to do that same bad thing to the next generation. 

What is a recent accomplishment that is meaningful to you?
I'm excited about this. And this is again [like I said], be bad at things and also [it doesn’t]
ave to be like a gold medal. 
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I read a book for pleasure last month and I got it done within a month. And that's an
achievement. It felt great. [The book is] named Circe and I read it with a friend and like once
a week, we would check in on what page we were on as an inspiration. The friend I was
reading it with, she's a doctor too and it was just nice to read a book that’s not for work.
And we did it. 

What advice would you give to current THHS students?

Is there anything you want to share that I haven’t asked you? 

Don't rush. Adulthood is there and it is barreling down on you. [Take advantage of] whatever
luxury you have of time as a teenager. Explore avenues that you may not get later. No one’s
going to teach me Japanese now. I’d have to pay someone.
Do the unexpected and don’t rush. That’s my advice. 
My goodness we wanted to be grownups and it really is the worst hood I’ve ever lived in…
adulthood. Haha. But honestly, every single day of high school takes forever and then when
you look up, it’s over. And your friends are going someplace different and it’s not that you
won’t be friends but you may not be together. You’re going to have experiences in college
that are going to make you different people. We're all changing and growing, of course,
always. But I think high school is a precious time. You have so much that you do know, and
yet there's also so much that you don't know. And so that’s time to explore, [while you have
that] solid footing. So if you're feeling funneled into science, please take an art class. If you
are feeling funneled into being an English major, please take up a sport, and be bad at it! Be
bad at stuff. You don't have to be good at everything you do even though sometimes that is
the pressure that that gets internalized. You don't have to be good at everything you do.
How will you know what you’re good at if you don’t try more things? Because if you're
rushing, and you're only funneled in on your one thing that you want to be, you’re going to
miss so much of who you really are at the same time. 

Going to Townsend Harris is like joining the coolest club of uncool people. And you should
definitely go to your five- and ten-year reunions. Your classmates are going to be up to
interesting things and you may be surprised in a good way. I really loved my 10-year
reunion. [I remember] a mischievous, trouble-making boy who sat next to me was like a
writer and producer for PBS and I was just like, see? Mischievousness can be an amazing
talent and thereis goodness in all of us; it just comes out at different times. So go to your 10-
year for sure, go to your five-year if you can and just see what they’re about.
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I’m on LinkedIn––I check LinkedIn about once a week. I check Instagram probably every
other day (@ Your_Voice_Physician). But more importantly, Ronda does not have Facebook,
so don’t look for me there.

How can other alumni and current THHS students connect with you? Do you have a LinkedIn or website you are willing to share?

https://www.linkedin.com/in/ronda-alexander-md-facs-1a603a7
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