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“Wait! Wait! What?! What did you say?” The din of taxis and buses and rush hour traffic was 
drowning me out. Standing on a chaotic street corner in Boston’s Back Bay neighborhood as the 
sun set on a chilly winter afternoon I shouted again: “I did it, Cheryl! I won!” She shrieked. I 
shrieked. She cried. I cried. She was my first phone call that fateful day. Not to my mother or to 
my father. But to Dr. Cheryl Foster, the woman who I can say without a shred of doubt is the 
single most influential person in my life – inside the classroom and out.  
 
Cheryl is more than a teacher. She is an activist; a revolutionary waging class warfare on a 
system rigged against kids like me. My parents were divorced. I was raised on public assistance. I 
went to a string of mediocre schools in working class towns. I was the first person in my family 
to go to a four-year college straight out of high school. And now, I was going to Oxford. Against 
all odds, I won a Rhodes Scholarship. I looked at my competitors from Yale, Harvard, Princeton, 
and Amherst and it was crystal clear: this day had been made possible by the unrelenting 
commitment of a single, transformative teacher. 
 
I met Cheryl in 1997 while taking her most popular class at the University of Rhode Island – 
Existentialism. Far from a drowsy stroll through the history of thinkers like Camus and Sartre, or 
an impenetrable sermon on what many consider an obscure philosophy, Cheryl charted an 
utterly inspirational – dare I say theatrical – course. I watched as she resurrected long dead men 
and women, reanimating them for her twentieth century audience with verve and fire. Her 
words called out to me, “Can’t you hear Nietzsche railing at you?” “He’s jumped out of the book; 
he’s shaking his fist at you: ‘We are, all of us, growing volcanoes that approach the hour of their 
eruption; but how near or distant that is, nobody knows – not even God!’” Like a marvelous play, 
something difficult and abstruse (nineteenth century German philosophy) had been made 
accessible and immediate through the passion of her performance. 
 
As demanding as she is passionate, Cheryl requires the same high level of intellectual rigor 
whether you are a Dean’s daughter or a mechanic’s son. Her fearless delivery of the carpe diem 
message of Existential philosophy to her working class students was my call to action: Be moved. 
Be inspired. But for God’s sake, don’t be lazy! In Cheryl’s world, we are all entitled to a place at 
the table of higher education. 
 
That is why I am a theatre director today. Cheryl taught me that whether you are rich or poor, 
black or white, old or young, the way to the brain is through the heart.  In her honor, I strive to 
create important theatre that inspires my audiences to feel and think.  
 
 


