
Phillip M. Fisher: The Guy Who Started It All
By Rafael Sands

 On January 4, 1915, 1,450 students 
along with 76 teachers marched for the 
first time into the $80,000 building that is 
Oakland Technical High School. A band 
played and city leaders gave dedications. 
Not only was the building itself an icon, 
but the school’s opening was a historic day 
for secondary education – it was one of the 
first schools in the country to offer a mixed 
vocational-academic curriculum, and ed-
ucational leaders around the country were 
impressed. 
 But the story of Oakland Tech actu-
ally begins decades before that day. It was in 
the fall of 1896 when Oakland opened Cen-
tral Grammar School on 12th and Market 
Streets and selected Phillip M. Fisher as the 
principal. Fisher, who had been the Cali-
fornia Secretary of the Senate Committee 
on Education, had bold new ideas. He was 
one of the first in the country to advocate 
the combining of academic and vocational 
programs in a single school. 
 Though Fisher’s educational philos-
ophy was well-respected by many, imple-

menting it was more expensive than the tra-
ditional academic secondary school model. 
Central Grammar School, which later be-
came Central High and then Polytechnic 
High in 1901, was criticized for having a 
dual-curriculum (involving learning a trade 
for part of the day and studying academ-
ics for the other part) that cost the city too 
much. In 1909, the name was changed once 
again to Manual Training and Commercial 
High School, though this would be the last 
change. In 1911, the city decided to shut 
down the school. 
 That year, Phillip Fisher led his stu-
dents in a campaign to convince residents to 
support a new tax measure to build a new 
school where they could continue to prac-
tice his novel educational approach to aca-
demics and trades. They spent school days 
speaking to voters and marching to the poll 
booths, and it paid off: Fisher and the stu-
dents got what they wanted in the form of 
Oakland Technical High. 
 The initial site of Oakland Tech was 
heavily criticized by the Oakland Tribune 
and other local newspapers for being in a 
dumpy neighborhood of chicken, pig, and 

dairy farms. It was called out for being too 
close to Berkeley and too far from East 
Oakland. 
 In addition to the site location 
choice, though, Principal Fisher’s educa-
tional plan was not accepted by all. News-
paper editorials called his new teaching 
model “frivolous,” with one paper going 
so far as to say, “They are training students 
for the shirt cuffs on the trousers future.” 
Many didn’t believe that mathematics, 
language, and history courses should be 
combined with practical trades like con-
struction. 
 No doubt, however, Fisher’s ideas 
about teaching vocation skills in an aca-
demic setting have changed educational 
philosophy in California and the United 
States for the better. Numerous scholars 
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Oakland Tech in the 
21st Century

By Josef Starc
 Like the rest of the 
city, Oakland Tech has un-
dergone a drastic facelift since 
the turn of the century, with 
significant changes in the stu-
dent body makeup and de-
mographics. Amid an influx 
of new groups of people into 
North and West Oakland, 
Tech has seen a sharp increase 
in its total student body as 
well as a shift in the student 
population. Today, Tech has 
a student body of 2,092, mak-
ing our school the largest in 
Oakland. As the city contin-
ues to grow, evidenced by the 
recent population estimate of 
over 400,000 by the US Cen-
sus, Tech’s popularity contin-
ues to grow and wait lists for 
freshmen are now routine. 
 The shifts in student 
population are largely re-
flective of the city’s transfor-
mation as a whole. Once a 
cultural mecca for the Afri-
can-American community 
both in the Bay Area and the 
nation, Oakland is rapidly 
changing and the trends at 
Tech reflect the changes in 
the city. At the time the 2000 
Census was taken, Oakland 
was 35.7% African-American, 
and Oakland Tech’s student 
body was made up of just over 
61% students of color. Ten 
years later, Oakland is 28% 
African-American and Tech 
now has a student body com-
prised of 36% black students. 
 Although the black 
population decreased, the 
financial recession of 2008 
forced middle class families of 
all ethnicities to consider pub-
lic schooling in light of rising 
costs for private schools. Be-
cause of this influx of new stu-
dents, Tech not only survived 
the crisis, but enrollment ac-
tually increased over the last 
10 years. A large driver of 
this increase is the number of 
white students, often from the 
hills, whose have increased 
their representation at Tech 
from 5% in 2000 to just over 

22% this year. The ability of 
these students to attend Oak-
land Tech stems in large part 
from Oakland Unified’s deci-
sion in 2005 to switch to  the 
“School Choice” program, 
which made it easier for stu-
dents residing outside of the 
traditional Tech boundaries 
to enroll. 
 Now drawing from all 
across Oakland, Tech has seen 
a resurgence in student popu-
lation, with a gain of over 400 
students since 2009 alone. The 
current student population 
surpasses Skyline High – the 
second largest school in Oak-
land – by over 300, and by all 
indications, interest in Tech 
is rising. As other schools 
in Oakland face drastic un-
der-enrollment and constant-
ly restructure to stay afloat, 
Tech is now thriving and 
drawing many of the brightest 
kids from around Oakland. 
With preliminary demand for 
the class of 2018 over capacity 
and a wait list already in place, 
there is no doubt that Tech is 
perceived as a more desirable 
place to be for many families. 
 As the the city’s pop-
ulation continues to surge 
and more and more younger 
couples move into Oakland, it 
is undoubtable that Tech will 
also continue to grow. Ad-
ministrators will need to find 
a way to curb the over-enroll-
ment issues that have sprung 
up in recent years, but in 
terms of Tech, the future has 
never been brighter. ☐

(Fisher continues on Page 2)
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WARTIME
World War II: An Eventful Time for Tech

By Nicholas Pingitore

  The year was 1944. World 
War II was in full swing. The Allied 
Powers had just invaded France and 
were fighting back the Imperial Jap-
anese Army in the Pacific. The SF 
Bay Area had turned into a hub of 
troop transportation and support; 
the military permeated every aspect 
of American life.
 It is no small wonder that 
Tech students began training in 
pre-military courses called ROTC, 
or Reserve Officer Training Courses. 
Imagine an armed group of students 
on the football field marching around 
and drilling, learning the manual of 
arms, and being instructed on how to 
clean and load rifles. Now more com-
mon in college, it is hard to think that 
teens as young as fifteen or sixteen 
could be trained for military combat 
in high school. 
 However, it wasn’t exclusively 
the young men enrolled in the ROTC 
program who supported the war ef-
fort; everyone played some part. Vol-
unteers helped run blood drives and 
worked to encourage donations from 
the masses in the name of the war ef-
fort. In fact, a 1945 issue of The Scribe 
records 347 Tech students giving 
blood to support the troops. 
 Tech was originally founded 
as a technical and vocational school, 
and during World War II, these shop 
classes were converted to wartime 

training facilities. The community 
looked to Tech to provide strong, ca-
pable men as well as war necessities. 
Students once learning to weld ships 
now learned new skills for use in 
combat - they were trained to main-
tain weapons and learned how differ-
ent guns worked. 
 Tech also graduated its fair 
share of war heroes. One Tech gradu-
ate, Mitchell A. Perry, commanded a 
landing boat of soldiers onto Tar-
awa, an island in the South Pacific 
known for horrendous fighting. 
Perry also went on to gain recog-
nition in Iwo Jima. When asked 
by The Scribe what he thought of 
Tech life in retrospect, he replied 
that “It all seems pretty tame 
now.” 
 Unfortunately, there 
seems to be no record of the 
number of fallen Tech graduates 
to honor. Perhaps it was not re-
ported widely. Throughout it all, 
though, the school, including The 
Scribe at the time, portrayed war 
as a grand adventure waiting for 
everyone to take part in in some 
way or another. 
 Another major way Tech 
contributed to the war efforts in 
the early 1940’s was through the 
selling of war bonds. Students 
and their families were encour-
aged to purchase US stamps and 
bonds that would support the 

military. Promotional materials were 
distributed, and classes were ranked 
based on how many bonds they sold. 
In total, Tech raised over $300,000 – 
an astonishing amount that would 
value in the millions today.
 Though the image of war at 
the time was quite positive, the war 
itself greatly impacted Tech’s normal 
operations. Not only did many stu-
dents help participate in constructing 
and gathering war supplies, but the 
resource needs of the military caused 
shortages in cafeteria food, class-
room materials, and even the paper 
for The Scribe used to print on. 
 Beyond that, Tech lost a sig-
nificant number of students to the 
fighting itself. Despite the patriotic 
feeling that is inspired by war and all 
of the heroes that make it happen, 
one should also remember the costs 
– especially when those who don’t 
come back are classmates. ☐

Photos from various 1942 
editions of The Scribe

ROTC illustration by Isabel Burgos / The Scribe

from around the country came to vis-
it Oakland Tech in its beginning years, 
hoping to apply similar teaching strate-
gies at their schools. In fact, Kansai High 
School in Japan developed a partnership 
with Tech to share ideas. 
 Tech’s initial vocational focus was 
on mechanical trades such as carpentry 
and shipbuilding. Many students used 
the vocational offerings at Tech to enter 
the workforce immediately after graduat-
ing, and the classes were extremely use-
ful during war time in particular when 
students learned to build ships and even 
constructed an airplane. 
 Phillip Fisher served as the prin-
cipal of Tech and its predecessors for 28 
years, and, through it all, he was absent 
for a mere two half-days. He died on Au-
gust 2, 1932, and his death was marked 
by an obituary printed in The New York 
Times. At that point, he was well known 
not just for his teaching model, but for 

his efforts pushing for teacher tenure and 
better benefits as well as the leadership 
roles he took on with a host of education-
al groups in Oakland and California. He 
held the record for length of service in 
education in California – a significant 51 
years. 
 Fisher’s ideas about vocational 
studies combined with academics in high 
school have had a lasting impact on Tech. 
Even though all of the shops were closed 
at one point or another, one could easily 
argue that the creation of Tech’s academy 
system decades later revived Fisher’s old 
ideas – and, 100 years later, it’s clear that 
vocational studies are making a come-
back in general US secondary education. 
 So it is to you, Mr. Phillip Fisher, 
that we owe our appreciation. In 1915, 
Oakland Tech was no ordinary high 
school, and we are proud to say that your 
legacy lives on to this day. ☐

(Fisher continued from Page 1)
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WARTIME
Japanese-American Tech Students Affected by World War II Internment

By Anna Rosenfeld
 On September 22, 1942, in the 
midst of World War II, Roy Suyemoto, 
Oakland Tech valedictorian of the class 
of 1940 and member of the medical de-
tachment of the Armed Forces, dressed 
in uniform and went home to see his 
family in Berkeley. However, they had 
been taken to an internment camp and, 
as someone of “Japanese ancestry,” he 
could not legally return to his hometown. 
 Roy had been stationed at a 
Fort Warren base hospital in Wyoming 
and had not heard of Executive Order 
9066, passed by President Franklin Del-
ano Roosevelt in February 1942. The 
order designated certain areas on the 
West Coast as “military zones” and al-
lowed 110,000 Japanese-Americans to 
be placed in internment camps for fear 
of supposed disloyalty to their country. 
This order disregarded the constitutional 
rights of these US citizens who made up 
two-thirds of those interned, including 
many Nisei, or children of Japanese im-

migrants. 
  
The internment 
of over a hun-
dred thousand 
innocent Japa-
nese-Americans 
during the Sec-
ond World War is 
a dark chapter of 
American history. 
Japanese-Amer-
ican students of 
Oakland Tech 
were no less af-
fected by the in-
ternment than 
any other Japa-
nese Americans.
 R o y 
Suyemoto’s sister, 
Toya Suyemoto, 
later wrote that 
authorities told 
their family that 
they had half a 
day to prepare 
and leave their 
homes and report 
to the San Bruno 

Racetrack, and they were only allowed 
two pieces of luggage each. At the Race-
track, the Suyemoto family was given a 
horse stall to live in until transferring to 
Topaz Relocation Center in Utah. On 
September 22, they heard on a radio at 
Topaz the painfully ironic statement 
that Roy, “a Jap spy in the United States 
uniform, had been apprehended in Oak-
land.” Roy, shut out from his home and 
his family, went to seek help from his for-
mer Oakland Tech teacher Mrs. DeFre-
mery before he was taken into custody by 
the Oakland Police and sent back to his 
station to further help the United States. 
Roy is only one of many Oakland Tech 
students affected by this internment.
 On September 30, 1942, The 
Scribe Newspaper reported 
that a committee of five Oak-
land Tech teachers had jour-
neyed to Tanforan Assembly 
Center on June 15th, the day 
after school got out, to give 
the interned senior “Tech-
nites” their report cards and 
diplomas and  to perform 
a graduation ceremony to 
honor them, since they were 
unable to graduate with their 
class. The principal, Howard 
Welty, said, “We tried to per-
form that graduation just as 
the previous ceremony took 
place at Technical.” The teach-
ers even brought the flow-
ers that were 
on the stage 
at the school 
g r a du at i on . 
Not all seniors 
interned were 
at Tanforan, 
so some re-
port cards 
and diplomas 
were left to 
be transferred 
to their right-
ful owners by 
officials. At 
a time when 
they were 
made by their 
own govern-

ment to feel ashamed and looked down 
upon, these Oakland Tech students were 
given a moment to feel proud and be rec-
ognized for their accomplishments by 
their dedicated and loyal Tech teachers.
 As Oakland Tech carried on 
during World War II, it saw many of its 
boys off to proudly serve their country, 
but let us not forget that our school also 
saw members of its community painful-
ly affected by the internment of Japanese 
Americans, some of whom were willing 
to give their lives for their country. And 
as their fellow Bulldogs were hurt by this 
mistreatment, the Oakland Tech com-
munity stood by them.  ☐ 
Shown are selected pieces from 1942-44 
editions of The Scribe.
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The Black Panthers and Oakland Tech
By Lindsey Clark

 Most Tech students have a 
vague idea of the Black Panthers, 
knowing that they are somehow 
connected to Oakland Tech. We all 
know the infamous story of Huey 
Newton, who graduated from Tech 
without being able to read and later 
went on to form the Black Panthers. 
The Party was not only created by a 
Tech graduate, but Tech students in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s played 
a large role in the growth of the Par-
ty’s ideas throughout the Bay Area 
teen population. 
 The Black Panther Party was 
formed in 1966 in Oakland by Huey 
Newton and Bobby Seale, who were 
both attending Merritt College at 
the time. Prior to attending Mer-
ritt College, Newton attended Oak-
land Tech, graduating in 1959, while 
Seale attended Berkeley High until 
he dropped out in 1955. The original 
purpose of the Party was to protect 
black residents from police brutal-
ity by having members patrol black 
neighborhoods. Influenced heavily 
by Marxist philosophy, the Party also 
put forward initiatives to give support 
to members of black communities. It 
launched a Ten Point Platform with 
the objective of promoting equality 
for African Americans in education, 
housing, and employment, as well as 
a d v a n c i n g 
c i v i l 

rights for blacks. At its peak, the 
Party provided numerous “Survival 
Programs” for African Americans 
across the nation that ranged from 
giving free tuberculosis tests to dis-
tributing free shoes. Its most famous 
program was the Free Breakfast for 
Children Program, which was even-
tually adopted by the federal govern-
ment. Despite its social initiatives, 
the Party was heavily criticized for its 
advocacy of violence in order to pro-
tect African Americans and promote 
Black Power. 
  By 1969, the FBI be-
gan a full-fledged campaign against 
the Black Panther Party, declaring it 
a communist organization. It created 
a subsection within its counterintel-
ligence program, COINTELPRO, 
whose sole purpose was to bring 
down the Party. The campaign cul-
minated in late 1969 with a five hour 
police shootout at the Black Panther 
headquarters in Southern California 
as well as a police raid on the Party’s 
Chicago headquarters. The extremes 
that the FBI went to in an effort to 
stop the Black Panthers were later 
criticized by many as blatant abuses 
of power. Through the efforts of the 
FBI and COINTELPRO, as well as a 
fracturing of the Party’s leadership, 
the Party was all but dead by the 
mid-1970s. 
 Although Newton gradu-

ated from Tech six years be-
fore he co-founded the 

Black Panther Party, 
the school still was 
a stronghold of 
Party support-
ers. Most nota-
bly, Gregory 

Harrison, an 
i n f l u e n t i a l 
member of 
the Black 
P a n t h e r s 
from its in-
ception in 
1966 until 
he chose 
to leave 
the Party 
in 1969, 
was the 
Party’s 
a c t i v -
ist at 
Tech.

 Harrison 
formed the 
first high 
school divi-
sion of the 
Black Student 
Union, which, 
in 1967, was 
referred to by 
many as the 
“Black Pan-
ther Student 
Union,” and he 
later became 
the spokes-
man for the 
International 
Chapter of the 
BSU. He used 
his influence 
as chairman 
of the BSU to 
promote Black 
Panther objec-
tives within the 
Tech commu-
nity, voicing his 
opinions not 
only verbally, 
but also by writ-
ing editorials in 
The Scribe. Har-
rison’s efforts at 
Tech culminat-
ed in an illegal 
rally on campus 
protesting the 
influence of po-
lice on the Tech 
administration. 
Harrison, who 
still lives in 
Oakland today, 
recounted the 
events of that 
day, stating, “On 
that Friday, the 
police, in coop-
eration with the 
school, raided 
the restaurants 
across the street 
where kids often 
ate lunch. They knew it would cause 
trouble.” According to several Scribe 
articles written by Tech students af-
terwards, the raid resulted in the 
arrests of around fifty male African 
American students for “truancy” be-
cause Tech was a closed campus at 
the time, and students were techni-
cally not allowed to eat off campus. 
 In protest of this injustice, 
Harrison led Tech students in an 

impromptu rally, stating in his 
recent interview: “I dismissed 
the school. I went from class to 

class and told everyone to leave. 
Everyone followed me outside.” 
Another Scribe article dated just 
after the rally said that the pro-
test turned into a riot in which 
“desks were hurled at class-
room windows, trash cans were 
overturned, [and] several small, 
small fires were started,” result-

ing in multiple injuries among both 
students and staff members, some 
of whom were hospitalized after the 
event. Harrison was arrested, de-
tained, and expelled from Tech for his 
participation in the protest. After his 
expulsion, Harrison went on to run 
the Black Panther headquarters in 
Berkeley. Harrison’s younger brother, 
Larry, seemed to take over Gregory’s 
place as the Black Panther’s leader at 
Tech. In his last remarks about Tech’s 
involvement with the Black Panther 
Party and the BSU, Gregory Harrison 
rightfully claimed, “Tech led the na-
tion.”  ☐

1960’s

◀ Huey Newton illustration by Fiona 
Gregg / The Scribe

Other pieces from select 1968 editions 
of The Scribe.
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Mr. Harris Reflects on Life at Tech in the ‘60s
By Lindsey Clark and 

Tanya Wohlfarh
 
Mr. Harris, the Chair of Tech’s math 

department, also graduated from 
Tech in 1966.

What did Tech look like demo-
graphically in the 1960s?

 The school was pretty close 
to half black, half white. There were 
some Latino and Asian students 
here, but it was mostly 40/40 in 
terms of black and white students 
and like 20 percent Asian and Lati-
no. You had black kids holding of-
fice, white kids holding office, Asian 
kids holding office. You know, that 
was really interesting. 

Did this diversity cause any ten-
sions? What were race relations 

like?
 Probably the only time things 
were tense were at dances. They had 
a lot of dances and stuff and I don’t 
dance, so I didn’t go to dances. Not 
part of that stereotype - I have no 
rhythm. But I remember somebody 
said white kids wouldn’t dance, but 
all of the black kids would do all of 
these fancy things on the floor and 
they couldn’t do that. And I remem-
ber it was funny because some of the 
black kids were teaching white kids 
to dance! But you know, it was really 
pretty cool. 
 But in general kids got along. 
I mean there would be some things 
because of the time period, [but] as 
far as interracial couples, that was 
pretty common, no one really cared. 
I think Tech may have been a little 
bit different [than other schools] be-
cause, you see, elementary schools 
and middle schools were segregat-
ed, and then you got to Tech it was 
like half and half. But it didn’t seem 
to cause anything, it was 
great. 

How was the stu-
dent body itself 

different? What was 
the Tech environ-

ment like?
 I feel like 
students had a lot 
more respect for 
teachers. Now I 
look in the halls 
[and] I no-
tice a 

lot of swearing… and disrespect and 
kids mouthing off. There is just so 
much of that. It wasn’t that we didn’t 
have any of that [in the 1960s], just 
a very little tiny amount of people as 
opposed to that being everybody’s 
vocabulary. 
 School spirit was so high, 
I miss that a lot. School spirit was 
just through the roof. But that was 
kind of true all over Oakland. Kids 
had a lot of pride in their schools, 
like during football season. Football 
[games were] always sold out. If we 
had away games there were buses in 
front of the school. Most of the school 
went to the away game; they would 
drive you to the game and bring you 
back. There was just so much school 
spirit. I think that made the school 
really exciting. When I look at the 
school now, all the spirit that used to 
be here is gone. 

What were teachers like then? Did 
you have any particularly influen-

tial teachers? 
 I think the teacher who 
had the most impact on me only 
taught here for a year. She was the 
best teacher I ever had. She didn’t 
teach math. Ms. Wolfe would love 
this - she taught Political Science. I 
remember the first day of class she 
passed out the books, and then she 
walked around the room, picked 
up all of our books, and she went 
back to her desk and sat down. We 
thought, “Oh this lady’s weird.” She 
said if anyone wants to read that 
garbage it’s over there. What I like 
about her most was that she never 
told you her political views. She’d 
always say, “It doesn’t matter what I 
think, your job is to read everything 
that you can get your hands on and 
form your own conclusions.” And so 
we read everything on the far Left 
and far Right, in the middle - it was 

just it was her thing, you just 
read, read, read, and then 

come to your own con-
clusions. I still do that; 
I just read everything 
I can get my hands on. 
Unfortunately, because 

of the conservative 
times, if you weren’t 
following the curric-
ulum that someone 

set up for you… she 
was not long at Oak-

l a n d T e c h . 
She was 
p r e t t y 
m u c h 
b a n -
i s h e d . 
S h e 
had the 
most in-
f luence 
on me, 
e v e n 
m o r e 

than my math teachers.

What about classes? Were 
there any classes at Tech in the 
‘60s that we don’t have today? 
 You’d walk down under-
ground [where the Girl’s Gym 
is now]. There was auto shop 
down there, metal shop, wood-
shop, machine shop...Kids who 
maybe weren’t planning on go-
ing to college could learn trades 
so that they could open their 
own businesses when they got 
out of school. They got most of 
their training or a lot of their 
training here at Tech. The furni-
ture those kids could make was in-
credible. People paid a lot of money 
for furniture students made. A lot of 
stuff has disappeared. They’re trying 
to shove everyone off to get a degree. 
Maybe that’s not what everybody 
wants. [The shops were] one of the 
things that I think were really great 
and now that’s all gone. 

Were there any other special class-
es besides shop classes?

 Not other than typing class or 
something, which boys didn’t take! 
Because typing was for girls. Now 
everybody types - nobody thinks 
that anymore. Maybe that explains 
why I can’t type right. You know, two 
fingers at a time so it takes me like 
a week to type anything! They did 
have, you know, home-making class-
es. Girls could learn to make their 
own clothes and stuff like that. But 
those were electives that people did 
on the side. You know, you weren’t 
forced to do it. But, if you wanted to 
learn to type or sew, they had that 
stuff. 

What clubs were you a part of 
when you attended Tech? What 

clubs were popular?
 Of course I was 
in the math club! [But] 
there was also a drama 
department, and they 
did musicals, they did 
plays, they did come-
dies, they did Shake-
speare. They were 
always sold out! Some-
times they would have 
to extend, you know, 
so next week it 
was on again. 
That was 
r e a l l y 
g r e a t . 
There 
w e r e 
some 
r e -
ally 

good actors. Some had really amaz-
ing voices. No one ever thought 
about how the kids don’t match. 
They weren’t trying to make the kids 
look like anything -  it was not a race 
thing, just a part they can play. Race 
was secondary. I miss that. We have 
arts now, and it seems sort of frag-
mented. 
 We also had ROTC. That’s 
not here anymore. At the time, it 
was popular among some students. 
But the rifle team was more that just 
shooting; it was was more like a drill 
team, you know, twirling rifles and 
marching and stuff, and that was 
fine. It was for maybe if you’re think-
ing about having a career in the mili-
tary or if you’re just a mediocre gym 
boy - you could get PE credit for it, 
you know, so some people did that. I 
guess they’re still around, but a lot of 
schools have gotten rid of them.

Speaking of the military, how did 
the Vietnam War affect Tech stu-

dents in the ‘60s?
 We had a draft. You got your 
draft notice before you got out of 

high school sometimes; a lot of 
people had to report as soon as 

they were out of school. A lot 
of us were already going 

to college so we had 
to defer. Then it was 

a lottery, so I was 
never in the mili-

tary.  ☐

1960’s

◀ Mr. Harris, 1966 
(left) and today 

(right). 
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1980’s - 1990’s
Oakland Tech and the MLK Day Holiday

By Sierra Warwick
 Every year on the third Mon-
day of January, schools and business-
es all across the United States close 
in honor and commemoration of Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Incredibly, 
we in California owe our recogni-
tion of the holiday to a small group 
of students from Oakland Tech’s class 
of 1981. Known as the Apollos, this 
group of Tech students spearheaded 
the political movement in Califor-
nia’s capital to make MLK Day a state 
holiday; their success caused Cali-
fornia to recognize the holiday a full 
four years before the federal govern-
ment managed to do so.
 It all began in the fall of 1979. 
Disheartened by the news that a move 
to create a federal holiday in honor of 
Dr. King had failed once again even 
to make it so far as a vote in Congress, 

O a k -
land Tech 
t e a c h -
er Tay 
McArthur 
began a 
d i s c u s -
sion in 
his United 
States his-
tory class 
as to why 

there were no US holidays acknowl-
edging the contributions of African 
Americans or other people of color. 
In a short documentary on the sub-
ject, McArthur recalled his students’ 
reaction: “They said, ‘They ought to 
have one,’ and I said, ‘I would agree.’ 
And they said, ‘What would it take to 
do it?’”
 With McArthur as a guide, 
the students, many of whom were 
already members of Tech’s Political 
Action Committee, decided to take 
matters into their 
own hands. Call-
ing themselves the 
Apollos after the 
Apollo 13 space mis-
sion, they initiated a 
campaign in Sacra-
mento to get legis-
lation for an MLK 

holiday .
 T h i s 
was no 
easy feat; 
over the 
course of a 
nearly two 
year cam-
paign, the 
Tech stu-
dents made countless trips 
to Sacramento on their own 
time, lobbying political 
groups and state politicians 
alike in an attempt to drum 
up support for the move-
ment. They wrote letters to 
the California legislature, 
visited the offices of elect-
ed officials, and spoke at 
numerous hearings on the 
subject.
 According to Karen 
Kenney Freeman, one of the 
Apollo students, “The space 

mission’s saying was ‘To the 
moon through science.’ Ours 
said, ‘We who reach for the 
stars.’ King had big ideas, and 
so did we.”
 In the end, all of their 
hard work culminated in the 
introduction of Assembly Bill 
#312. If it passed, it would 
make Dr. King’s birthday an 
official holiday of the state. At 
the time this was still a very 
controversial issue, and the 
students were in for the fight 
of their lives. One Republi-
can politician from Orange 
County even went so far in 
opposition as to print up a 
pamphlet of slanderous information 
about Dr. King, which he later hand-
ed out at a state hearing.
 At the final vote, Tech’s Apollo 
students knew that they needed a to-
tal of twenty one votes in favor of the 
holiday in order to get the legislation 

passed. One of the legislators, also 
a Republican from Orange County, 
told the group that he would support 
them, but only if they managed to 
come up with twenty votes before-
hand; he did not want to pledge his 
support to a failed campaign. Mirac-
ulously, the Apollos proved well up 
to the task. When the twenty-first 
positive vote came in, the assembly 
hall exploded with cheering and ap-
plause.
 Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 
was adopted as an official state holi-
day in September, 1981, and was first 

celebrated in January, 1982. “We were 
learning history by practicing it,” said 
Freeman. “It was a long process for 
us, but when it finally happened the 
summer I graduated high school, I 
was so excited.”
 Today, Oakland Tech’s Apollo 
class of 1981 is still a positive force for 

change within the community. Their 
newest campaign involves the dedi-
cation of the entire month of January 
to Dr. King as a city-wide celebration 
of his call for equality and peace. 
This Oakland Tech student group’s 
accomplishments should be an ex-
ample to all Tech students, present 
and future, of the power of involved 
young adults. ☐
Prints from The Oakland Tribune, 
January 1986 (left and left above) and 
The San Francisco Examiner, January 
1982 (above). 

The Evolving “Decades 
Day” – What the “90’s” 

Used to Mean
By Rozzie Heeger

 Deep in the archives of Scribes 
past, there lies an article with the 
heading, “Tech Throws 90s Party on 
Senior Lawn.” You may be wonder-
ing what would be featured at such 
a party. Did they listen to Backstreet 
Boys and watch episodes of Friends? 
Maybe they reminisced about Home 
Alone and walked around with their 

old MP3 players!
 A closer look at this archive 
would reveal its date – June, 1947, 
over 40 years before the decade we 
look back on so fondly today. The 
article does state that music and 
culture from the 90s was explored, 
but this, of course, referred to the 
1890s. So, what might have been 
nostalgically remembered at this 
event?
 The 1890s didn’t generate 
a massive cultural boom, though 
they did give birth to Ragtime mu-
sic, one of the most influential mu-
sical movements in United States 

history. But what was there to listen 
to before its introduction in 1897? 
Mostly there was classical music, as 
well as one of the most well-known 
songs in the lives of children and 
their parents throughout history: 
“Little Pig Went to Market,” which 
was considered a popular single in 
1890. Films weren’t much of a hit 
yet, unless, of course, you were a 
fan of the Monkeyshines franchise 
(who isn’t, right?) or you’d been 
waiting your whole life to finally 
see the coronation of Tsar Nicholas 
II of Russia with your own eyes. As 
for television? I hope you can figure 

this one out for yourself. 
 What this “90s Party” arti-
cle gives us – aside from a lesson 
in 1890s pop culture – is the re-
alization that being interested in 
what’s retro and nostalgic isn’t ex-
actly new. Every time we schedule a 
“Decades Day” during spirit week, 
we’re emulating ideas that Tech stu-
dents had almost 70 years before 
us. And who knows, maybe in an-
other 100 years, Tech students will 
find these Scribes and wonder what 
we had to celebrate besides that one 
song from “Frozen.” ☐
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Oakland Tech and the Ebonics Movement
By E’Niyah Wilson

 In the late nineties, the Oak-
land Unified School District sparked 
a nationwide debate over the pro-
posal by the school board to recog-
nize African American Vernacular 
English (AAVE) – more commonly 
known as “Ebonics” – as an official 
language. The school board proposed 
teaching its instructors how to speak 
both AAVE and Standard English so 
that they could switch between the 
two dialects in the classroom, helping 
certain students learn better. Teach-
ers who were proficient in both lan-
guages were to receive a pay raise.
 At the time, schools in the 
district had a considerable number 
of African American students, many 
of whom spoke “ebonics,” who were 
consistently performing poorly on 
standardized tests and not graduat-
ing. The school board came up with 
this resolution to help bridge the gap 
between those students who were 
failing and those who were succeed-
ing. But some people, like Reverend 
Jesse Jackson, still criticized the res-
olution, claiming it was an “unac-
ceptable surrender, border lining on 
disgrace.” Some African Americans 
saw the measure as inhibiting to the 
advancement of the African Ameri-
can race and even as a form of rac-
ism through stigmatization. Because 
students would interact with their 
teachers in the way they spoke at 
home, opponents to this measure ar-

gued they’d have no academic growth 
and would be trapped in an endless 
cycle of poverty. Their failure would 
be inevitable because the only place 
it would be acceptable to speak eb-
onics would be within Oakland. The 
program was also said to be discrim-
inatory because some felt that not all 
black students spoke that way, and 
many parents had been trying to stop 
their children from speaking ebonics. 
Tech US History teacher Mr. O’Keith 
disliked the plan because it discour-
aged students from taking certain 
things in life seriously. He remarked 
that “No student is going to get a job 
saying ‘Aye patna’ or ‘Wassup blood, 
can you gimme this job?’”
 And then came the question 
of whether the rejection of such a plan 
encouraged the oppression of cultur-
al freedom through linguistic expres-
sion. Some, like the then Oakland 
Tech student Mr. Gong and teacher, 
Ms. Nixon, disputed the claim that 
the enforcement of Standard English 
itself was discriminatory. Ms. Nixon 
believed that the media blew the res-
olution out of proportion, saying that 
they didn’t understand the “acqui-
sition of language.” She claimed the 
measure “made sense” to her because 
AAVE followed the “rules for all lan-
guage” – by definition, languages are 
“methods of human communication.” 
The Linguistic Society of America 
also backed the resolution, saying that 
the Oakland School Board’s decision 
to recognize the vernacular of Afri-

can-American students in teaching 
them Standard English is “linguisti-
cally and pedagogically sound.” Al-
though it did not receive a lot of sup-
port from Tech students at the time, 
Mr. Gong still believes the resolution 
was “remarkable to encourage [the 
recognition of] multi-lingualism and 
culturalism.” Both he and Ms. Nixon 
also emphasized that the point of all 
language is to communicate and that 
if students and teachers cannot com-
municate well, then being in school is 
futile.
 As a current African Ameri-
can student at this school, I initially 
believed that this measure would not 
have been morally sound. I believed 
that validating such a measure would 
have further stigmatized the African 
American race – labeling my race 
even further as unintelligent and ig-
norant. But once I looked further 
into the research of where this ver-
nacular came from, I began to view 
it differently. I saw some validity in 
recognizing that there was a problem 
with African-American students and 
that OUSD was 
trying to fix it. 
Even more so, 
the culture of 
the time was 
heavily influ-
enced by lan-
guage, and 
OUSD saw this 
as an opportu-
nity to level the 

playing field. OUSD was not trying 
to create further disparities, but rath-
er wanted to bridge the gap between 
its students. However, perhaps the 
approach of deeming language the 
problem and even categorizing it as 
“genetically based” was not the right 
choice. 
 Now, I believe that many Af-
rican Americans condemn AAVE 
because of the stigma attached to 
it. Because of this belief, I find that 
many African Americans – including 
myself – attempt to correct this sup-
posed fault. Now I see that doing so 
discredits an important part of his-
tory. It is indisputable that there are 
parts of American History that Afri-
can Americans today feel very sensi-
tive about, like slavery. But couldn’t 
one argue that erasing part of histo-
ry is just as harmful as repeating it? 
Today, even with the large influence 
that social media has on language, 
the line between what is “right” and 
“wrong” when it comes to speech is 
very blurred, especially among teen-
agers. I believe that as we progress 
technologically, eventually a merging 
of cultural ideas will occur. ☐

“Grove Street Tech”
By John Oberholzer

 How many students today 
know that Tech’s iconic façade, mod-
eled after the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology and completed in 
1914, was not used by any students 
between 1977 and 1983? Earthquake 
renovations, originally planned to 
take three years, were extended after 
delays and prevented the classes of 
‘81, ‘82, and ‘83 from ever using their 
real campus.
 The location of “Old Tech” 
on Grove Street (now Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. Way) between 58th and 
59th Streets was originally Univer-
sity High School, which opened in 
1924 and closed after World War II 
in 1948. From 1954 to 1971 the loca-
tion was used as the first campus for 
Oakland City College (later renamed 
Merritt College). 
 In 1961, students Huey P. 
Newton, an Oakland Tech alumnus, 
and Bobby Seale met at the Grove 
Street campus. In 1966 they formed 
the original Black Panther Party for 
Self-Defense and drafted the party’s 
first 10-point platform, which was 
largely focused on protecting black 
neighborhoods from police brutali-
ty. After Tech, the site was vacant for 
several years, until it was used as the 

filming location for the 1987 movie 
“The Principal” directed by Christo-
pher Cain. Today, the location is used 
by Children’s Hospital and Research 
Center Oakland. It was named as an 
Oakland Historic Landmark in 1985, 
and was added to the U.S. National 
Register of Historic Places in 1992.
 Oakland Tech’s times at 
Grove Street were less than ideal. The 
school’s enrollment dropped by hun-
dreds after the move, and the facilities 
were plagued by maintenance prob-
lems. Dubbed “Portable High” be-
cause of the lack of real buildings, the 
Tech community was not enamored 
with their arrangement. Students 
complained of constant flooding, 
faculty consoli-
dations, textbook 
shortages, and 
unexpected exten-
sion of their time 
at Grove Street. 
Edward Gamble, 
the Student Ac-
tivities Director, 
wrote that the time 
at Grove Street 
Tech was “truly 
challenging,” and 
that the students 
at that time were 
“victims of unde-

served suffer-
ing.” Teacher 
Tay McArthur 
wrote about 
how Grove 
Street was a 
“backpack campus,” with no lockers 
or real buildings except the gym. The 
cafeteria was made up of three por-
tables; lunch was served by grade. 
While classes occurred at Grove 
Street, all events, including football 
and graduation, were held at “Broad-
way Tech.”
 Despite the hardships that 
came with the temporary location, 
everyone made the best of their time 
there.  Students in the time of Grove 

Street Tech comprised the Apollos, a 
group of activists that lobbied for rec-
ognition of Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Day.  The historical implications of 
the campus and the important time 
that our school spent there make it 
an important part of Oakland Tech’s 
legacy. Despite the negative sides, the 
introduction to the 1982 yearbook 
stated that “to a degree, we loved it 
here… Here, we grew up together. 
And it is here that we leave our col-
lective childhood.” ☐

1980’s - 1990’s
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TECH TODAY
Oakland Tech is Going Solar

By Sierra Warrick

 This summer Tech will be 
installing a comprehensive net-
work of solar panels thanks to the 
San Jose-based energy company 
SunPower.
 While this news seems to 
be a positive step forward, it all 
sounds pretty familiar. After all, 
there have been rumors about 
Tech getting solar panels for the 
past several years. This time, how-
ever, something is different. In the 
words of Ms. Nguyen, a member 
of the administrative staff in Tech’s 
counseling office, “This time it’s re-
ally happening.”
 And so it is. Both SunPow-
er and OUSD have recently con-
firmed that Tech is among sixteen 
Oakland schools going solar in 
2014. The new systems will include 
rooftop arrays of photovoltaic cells 
(solar panels) as well as parking 
lot shade structures. The latter will 
serve a dual purpose, both produc-
ing energy for the school and pro-
viding much-needed relief from 
the heat for students and cars.
 According to OUSD super-
intendent Dr. Gary Yee, “Our con-
tract with SunPower will enable the 
Oakland Unified School District to 
maximize our use of clean renew-
able energy, reduce utility expens-
es dramatically, and use savings to 
enhance academic programs. We 
will also have the opportunity to 
take advantage of linked learning 
initiatives such as the successful 
SunPower Solar Academy, which 
integrates real world work experi-
ence with rigorous academic pro-
grams to inspire students while 
preparing them for college and ca-
reers.”

 Yee’s claim that the ad-
dition of solar panels will help 
Oakland schools environmental-
ly, financially, and academically 
is well-based in data and scientif-
ic projections for the future; once 
the planned 3.6 megawatts of 
SunPower solar panels have been 
successfully installed, OUSD has 
estimated that the cost of electrici-
ty at those schools will be reduced 
by 46%. To put that into perspec-
tive, this means that OUSD would 
save up to $1,942,000 each year in 
energy costs! These much-need-
ed funds could then be channeled 
into improving and maintaining 
academic programs.
 Of course, the benefits of 
solar energy go far beyond mon-
etary savings. According to esti-
mates provided by the U.S. En-
vironmental Protection Agency, 
OUSD solar power systems will 
ultimately eliminate the produc-
tion of approximately 80,500 tons 
of carbon dioxide emissions every 
year for the next 30 years – the 
equivalent of removing 15,210 cars 
from California’s roads. The many 
benefits of solar energy will also 
serve to demonstrate to Oakland 
students the potential of renew-
able resources for the future of our 
planet.
 When asked to comment, 
Oakland Tech junior Thalia Barr-
Malec stated, “I think this is a great 
idea, both for Tech and for the en-
vironment. Not only will this help 
decrease energy costs for Tech 
as an individual consumer, but it 
will also set an example for other 
schools in America and hopefully 
contribute to the general shift to-
wards renewable energy.” ☐

From Tech Student to Teacher: 
Mr. Gong Reflects

By E’Niyah Wilson 

Mr. Gong is an Honors US History 
and English teacher, who teaches for 
the Paideia program. He is also a Tech 
alumnus from the late nineties. 

How long have you been at Tech?
Eleven years including student teach-
ing and teaching and high school.

What drew you to teach at Tech?
I left Tech with a really great educa-
tion in humanities. I went to college 
not expecting to return. When I went 
to college, I found that some people 
who hadn’t had a diverse, inner-city 
life lacked compassion. I realized 
a lot about Oakland that I’d never 
thought of before, so I thought it 
would be cool to open up more slots 
for students to have a really good 
education. 
Has anything changed dramatically 

in Tech since you’ve been here?  
The demographics. It was what we 
called a black high school, but that 
is a part of what’s been shifting in 
Oakland anyhow. I think the school 
is, however, a diverse place with fas-
cinating people who have come from 
different circumstances. 
Did you care about getting 
into top-notch schools?

NOPE. You can be as 
smart as you want to be 
wherever you want to be. 
They are not intrinsically 
linked.

Are you excited about 
Tech’s 100th anniver-

sary?
I am impressed 
that this in-
stitution has 
been here for 

so long. I’m excited about what it will 
do for us as a community. It’s not a 
very traditional school. Though The 
Scribe has been here, no other long 
standing groups have. It’s an innova-
tive place. I am excited to see where 
Tech goes.
What’s one thing people don’t know 

about you or Tech?
We have such wonderful, gifted 
young people that have so much po-
tential, and if we took some time to 
appreciate that, we’d see what Oak-
land should be known for: a place for 
incredible innovation. Oakland Tech 
helps to represent Oakland’s diversi-
ty, and we should capitalize on that 
more. It’s here and that’s cool.
What was The Scribe like when you 

were a student here?
It was run by a man named Mr. K. 
We didn’t have enough funding from 
the district. By the time we reported 
stuff, it was already old news. We 
tried to take a more political stand by 
looking at the administration [and 
wrote about things like] art educa-
tion. We wanted to make it more 
focused on investigative journalism. I 
remember writing an editorial in the 
name of arts education at Tech. I got 

contacted by a couple of adminis-
trators; they had clearly read my 

opinion and did not agree with 
it. I realized that as the political 
cartoonist and then the editor 
of the Editorial Page, I had a 

voice, not a well-educated voice 
at the time, but I had some form 

of power. 
Finish this sentence: 

Tech is...
An amazing place to 
seize opportunity, if 
you want it. ☐

Reflections from a 
Former Students

By Aviva Kardener and Rafael Sands

 Sisters Suzanne (‘54) and 
Laurella (‘57) Westaway are alumni 
of Oakland Tech. Their father, Dew-
ey, graduated from Oakland Tech 
with the class of 1917. Scribe report-
er Rafael Sands sat down with these 
sisters to talk about their experiences 
at Tech and the changes they’ve wit-
nessed.

 At the time, students in the 
districts that went on to The Rock-
ridge School  for Jr. High ended up 
with a much better education that 
showed in their abilities in high 
school. On the topic of the educa-
tional divide, “Physically, the South 
Side of the school was used for busi-
ness classes while the North Side was 
used for more academically chal-
lenging classes. But, Tech was more 
divided economically than racially.” 
The sisters were set on the college 
prep track along with lots of friends 

that were “Chinese, Japanese, 
Latino, and African American.” 
  The sisters noticed 
that the social movements of 
the early ‘50s were significant. 
“We wanted more freedom 
and were getting into rock 
and roll and Elvis Presley. Our 
minds were open to more and 
more liberal views,” they said. 
The movements at Tech mel-
lowed out throughout the de-
cade, but Tech’s school spirit 

stayed strong. When it came to any-
thing from football games to school 
plays,“Everybody went and everyone 
participated.” They remember all of 
the opportunities Tech had open to 
its students, and that back then, the 
students actually took advantage of 
them. 
 The approach to The Scribe 
in the ‘50s was serious business. The 
whole experience was completely 
hands-on. “We had a journalism class 
and both the newspaper and year-
book were published by the class-
es. We went down to Laney Trade 
School’s Printing Program with Li-
notype machines once a week. They 
put the stories into type and we ed-
ited them.” The journalism program 
was so intense and professional that 
Suzanne found she could make this 
field her career. She recalls, “The guy 
at Laney who ran the Printing Pro-
gram pulled me aside and said he 
thought I should get into printing.” 
This program along with a profes-
sional’s comment impacted Suzanne’s 

life forever; in fact, she decided to 
major in Journalism when she went 
on to UC Berkeley. 
 Laurella’s experiences at 
Tech also heavily influenced her fu-
ture. She was an actress in Oakland 
Tech’s theatre program which was 
“run by Mary Lynch, a passionate 
theatre teacher who inspired us all.” 
There were classes available to learn 
directing, makeup, and, of course, 
acting. At Ms. Lynch’s direction, the 
group produced two professional 
plays a year, including “Its a Wonder-
ful Life.” Laurella went on to Cal and 
then a New York theatre school. She 
ultimately founded One Act Theater 
Company in San Francisco, where 
she worked for thirteen years. 
 The Westaway’s have made 
many contributions to the Tech com-
munity.  To Tech’s current students 
they advised: “Stay open minded! Do 
everything! If there is a lecture, go to 
it. Just participate!”  ☐

◀ Laurella (left) and Suzanne (right)
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Foreign Exchange at Tech
By Molly Hetherwick

 The foreign exchange pro-
gram at Tech has helped enrich our 
school culture and awareness for 
over 65 years, marking 70 years in 
2016. Our classmates from all over 
the world are hosted by families who 
speak their first language, or by peo-
ple they know who have mutual in-
terests. While today it may be fairly 
easy to find and host a student using 
the internet to connect faster than 
ever before, it used to take months 
for a prospective foreign exchange 
student to be properly connected 
with a host family.  
 Sometimes political tensions 
between other nations hindered the 
growth and operation of the program 
by limiting the resources of all the 
schools and students involved. The 
reception of the foreign exchange 
students by their classmates could 
vary from disgruntled acceptance, 
to wild celebration, to ostracism be-
cause of current events and global re-
lations.
 A look at Oakland Tech’s 
part in the foreign exchange pro-
gram brings to light the history of 
our school’s involvement with world 
affairs, politics, and international re-
lations. In 1933, a Tech teacher re-

turned from a visit to western China 
with a “thrilling, fascinating, interest-
ing, and educational” slide presenta-
tion about his travels, according to a 
Scribe article. Tech’s relationship with 
China was also supported by Pearl S. 
Buck’s popular book describing life as 
a child growing up in rural China. A 
few months later,  an article was writ-
ten to depict the success of the first 
Spanish Club meeting. The article, 
also written in Spanish, translated 
the student enthusiasm at the open-
ing of the program. The club meeting 
focused on the discussion of politics 
in Latin America over snacks and 
ended with an exchange of favorite 
songs in Spanish, in alignment with 
the Good Neighbor Policy Franklin 
Roosevelt decreed to end any armed 
intervention in the region. Anoth-
er club was started “as a means [of] 
bringing students of other countries 
together at Tech. Under the name 
Cosmopolitan Club, foreign and 
Tech students will have a venue to 
communicate social and cultural dif-
ferences and foster a greater under-
standing of the world around them. 
In one interview, a French student 
commented, “School life in France 
and in Belgium is much harder than 
in America. School begins at eight 

o’clock and does not end until four 
o’clock in the afternoon, with only an 
hour for lunch.” Similar stories were 
told by the other students. 
 These types of stories ended 
abruptly around 1941 as World War 
II started. Most contact with the for-
eign exchange program faded during 
that time and only returned when 
the war ended in 1945. Many of the 
interviews then were descriptions of 
student experiences abroad during 
World War II - horror stories of bread 
lines, bomb shelters, and bad times. 
Throughout the 1950’s and 60’s, the 
political focus moved from the glob-
al to the national scale with the iso-
lationist feelings from the Cold War 
and the Civil Rights movements. 
 Comparatively, the 1970’s 
were fairly active. The program op-
erated well and 
many Tech 
students ven-
tured to and 
returned from 
other countries 
with broadened 
horizons and re-
newed enthusi-
asm for current 
affairs. The late 
80’s and early 

90’s marked the end of the Cold 
War. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 
1989 knocked down a major barrier 
between the Tech student body and 
northern European foreign exchange 
students. The period of calm coex-
isting unfortunately ended abruptly 
in September 2001. The terrorist at-
tacks on the World Trade Center sent 
the US into a paranoia and led to a 
crackdown on security and trans-
port, making it stressful and difficult 
for incoming students to reach their 
host families. Thirteen years later, the 
foreign exchange program is resur-
facing and hopefully will continue to 
improve our connections with other 
countries as well as it has throughout 
its long history at Tech. ☐

Current foreign exchange students.

ACADEMIES AND PROGRAMS
Oakland Tech and the QSA

By John Oberholzer

 LGBTQ youth face dispro-
portionate rates of depression, anxi-
ety, bullying, harassment, addiction, 
homelessness, poverty, self-harm, 
scholastic underachievement, and 
suicide. In the face of a host of insti-
tutional barriers to health and suc-
cess, Oakland Tech’s Queer-Straight 
Alliance is helping halt these trends 
and create a safe environment at 
school for LGBTQ students.
 The club started around 1999 
under the leadership of Mr. Fairly 
and the name “Rainbow Alliance.” 
With only a few students, the group 
had the modest goal of creating safe 
spaces at Tech for LGBTQ-identified 
students. The students met as a type 
of support group and worked with 
teachers to mark their rooms as safe 
spaces by displaying small rainbow 
stickers. Around 2002, the club was 
dissolved following the threatening, 
stalking, assault, and subsequent hos-
pitalization of students in the club.
 In 2005, the club was re-
vamped with the arrival of Ms. Ken-
na Stormogibson. As the only visibly 
out teacher at Tech, Ms. “SG” was 
approached by students and decided 
to become the club’s organizer. The 
second generation of the club con-
tinued to work for safe spaces as well 
as promoting LGBTQ visibility. In 
particular, they worked against racial 
stereotypes of queer and questioning 
people of color and the hyper-polic-

ing of black and brown masculinity.
 In 2007, the club recruited 
members of the football team to at-
tend meetings and support the club. 
They also switched the classroom 
location of meetings every week in 
order to show their presence at the 
school and engage different teach-
ers. By switching classrooms (espe-
cially by visiting classrooms of male 
teachers of color), the club showed 
that it was a safe space for everyone 
and highlighted the extent of sup-
port they had in the school. They 
were able to promote the humanity 
of LGBTQ students and show that 
it was a non-exclusive, school-wide 
club. Showing the faces of the club 
and their supporters (especially foot-
ball players) around the school was 
a big step in creating a safer school 
space. Additionally, the tradition of 
peer-ed presentations in freshman 
classrooms was started a few years 
later.
 Unfortunately, difficulties 

persisted: not everyone was safe to 
come to meetings, and the club con-
tinued to struggle with racial stereo-
types. In spite of trouble, however, 
Ms. SG noted that “the club was suc-
cessful in the fact that people felt safe 
there, for the most part.”
 While Ms. SG mentioned 
that some students were forced to 
transfer to other schools because of 
the dangerous and uncomfortable 
environment for LGBTQ students 
in her time teaching here, now the 
reverse is almost true; students have 
transferred to Tech after fleeing more 
hateful schools. 
 Today, the club continues 
under the leadership of Ms. Hey-
man. The club still functions as a 
support group and focuses on rais-
ing the visibility of LGBTQ students 
and the issues that target them. The 
club puts on peer-ed, spirit week, an-
nouncements, classroom outreach, 
and works with other school clubs 
around California through the GSA 
Network, in addition to meetings 
twice a week. Ms. Heyman says that 

as the club’s teach-
er sponsor, she 
“would like to be a 
resource to students 
and parents. Some-
times students just 
need someone to 
talk to about some-
thing, sometimes 
they need an advo-
cate for a personal 
issue with another 
teacher or student, 

or a resource they aren’t getting.” As 
the only out and openly gay teacher 
at Tech, Ms. Heyman works hard to 
make her room “a space students can 
come and talk about whatever they 
want to talk about, especially con-
nected to LGBTQ issues and experi-
ences, but really about anything.” In 
the club, she also focuses on develop-
ing students’ leadership and commu-
nication skills.
 Although LGBTQ students 
are still not completely safe at school 
and face obstacles to success in many 
avenues of life, spaces like Tech’s 
QSA are an important part of mak-
ing schools safe for LGBTQ students. 
The California GSA Network reports 
that 53% of high schools have a GSA-
type club, as well as many middle 
schools. Since Ms. SG’s sponsorship, 
Tech’s club has largely been made up 
of straight students who stand up 
for their LGBTQ peers. Groups like 
Tech’s QSA are critical to reducing 
the disparity and disadvantage that 
LGBTQ students face every day.
 Oakland Tech’s Queer-
Straight Alliance meets in Ms. Hey-
man’s room, 136, on Tuesdays for 
general meetings and on Thursdays 
for discussion group. Special thanks 
to Mr. Fairly, Ms. SG, and Ms. Hey-
man for their contributions to this 
article and their dedication to mak-
ing Tech a safe space for LGBTQ 
people. ☐

◀ Current members of Tech’s QSA
Madisen Hackley / OT Yearbook
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Tech and the Engineering Academy
 By Reva Swiedler

 If you walk past S3 before or 
after school, you are bound to see a 
short, white haired, 66 year-old man. 
Despite the common idea that old 
teachers become worse and worse 
the longer they stay, this man is stay-
ing strong. Parker Merrill has been 
at Tech for around 30 years, working 
since 1972 in the Oakland district, 
and he is still doing great things for 
this school.  
 When he first came to Tech, 
he had only been a substitute teacher; 
due to his credentials and degrees, he 
was able to teach a metal shop class 
and a drafting class. Within those 
classes he taught things like welding 
and fabrication. He and his colleague 
had more than 200 students at one 
point. However, when Tech decided 
to expand, his classroom was cut in 
half, and coincidentally other draft-
ing teachers retired. This is when the 
Engineering Academy started.  

 Merrill and his colleague no-
ticed that many students who went off 
to college did not have a good physics 
education. When it officially became 
an academy, it was 9th-12th graders 
and included three levels of physics. 
However, he was later notified that 
he could not have the 9th graders, es-
pecially due to space. To this day he 
says that he thinks 9th graders could 
definitely be in the academy, because 
they are usually well prepared in the 
math and science fields. 
 To Mr. Merrill, the students 
who come to the Academy with a lot 
of knowledge in math and science 
and have good grades are the ones 
who are let in, despite what other 
people think his process is. When he 
started the academy, it was all Asian 
males. But as the years have pro-
gressed, he has really pushed for girls 
and people of color to come and try 
to join his academy.  
 Today, peope ask Mr. Merrill 

one thing: “When are you going to 
retire?” He teaches 7 periods a day, 
has no prep period, and has several 
periods with multiple classes in the 
same period (such as Arcitecture and 
3D Modeling). The problem is that 
most people are not willing to do 
what Merrill does, and thus it is hard 
to find replacements. 
 He has been talking to former 

students who are interested in teach-
ing parts of his course, but he knows 
that whoever comes in will probably 
tweak his curriculum.
 Since the final projects have 
“gotten better and better every year,” 
he can only see the Academy getting 
better and better over the years. ☐

Mr. Merrill: The Scribe / 1989

ACADEMIES AND PROGRAMS
Tech and the 

Paideia Program
By Trevor Harrison

 
 In 1986, Oakland Tech had 
no AP English or history classes, and 
students read only one book a year. 
But all that changed when Marietta 
Joe and Maryann Wolfe founded the 
Paideia program. “Students asked 
for it,” Joe said. “They felt like they 
weren’t being challenged and they 
wanted to be prepared for college.”
 The Paideia program has 
had a significant effect not only on 
the history and English programs 
at Oakland Tech, but also on the 
school’s reputation and culture. 
However, some people have won-
dered if the program creates a gap 
in the quality of education students 
receive.

 In Greek, the word “paideia” 
means “educating the whole person.” 
At Oakland Tech, Paideia is an ad-
vanced humanities class that closely 
interweaves the English and history 
curricula. Joe says this is what makes 
Paideia different from separate AP 
history and English classes.
 For the students who are in 
it, Paideia offers a challenging course 
of study that helps prepare them for 
prestigious colleges. According to 
Tech’s website, in 2011 at least 12 
Paideia students went on to Top 20 
schools, as ranked by US News and 
World Report.
 Sophomore Bennett Dia-
mond thought the instruction in his 
ninth grade humanities program was 
very different from what he gets now 
in Paideia. “Instead of being more 
worksheets it’s more of discussing 
and applying, and some of the an-

swers tend to be 
less concrete than 
in regular history 
and English.” But 
Paideia has its 
critics.
 In a column 
for The Examin-
er, Pelaji Kyauka, 
an anthropolo-
gist, research-
er and educator 
with a Ph.D. in 
a n t h r o p o l o g y 
from UC Berke-
ley, criticized the 
Paideia program. 
“Oakland Techni-
cal High School, 
like other schools 
in the Oakland 
Unified School 
District, has not 
been able to close 
the achievement 

gap,” he wrote. “The school deserves 
credit for establishing the program,” 
the column goes on to say, “but it is 
unclear how it benefits all children, 
especially African-American and 
Hispanic children, the largest group 
of students in the high school.”
 While there are Afri-
can-American and Hispanic stu-
dents in the program, it is primarily 
white. Kyauka also raised the con-
cern about a lack of support being 
given to students who couldn’t make 
it into the program.
 Ms. Joe responds that “Ev-
erybody should be in a class that 
makes them grow and everyone is 
getting an equal education as long as 
that growth happens.” She also notes 
that “Paideia is about history and 
English; it’s not for everyone.”
 Another criticism of Paideia 
is that it is has not expanded to serve 
the school’s growing pop-
ulation as Oakland Tech 
has increased by more 
than 300 students in the 
past few years.
 However, Ms. Joe 
pointed out that the pro-
gram has added three 
new teachers since it was 
started and the number 
of students enrolled in it 
has also increased. Ms. 
Joe said that when she was 
starting the Paideia pro-
gram, “I was told that an 
AP class could not be done 
in Oakland.”
 Since the founding 
of the Paideia program, 
Oakland Tech’s reputa-
tion has made significant 
gains around the country. 
Paideia teacher Maryann 
Wolfe told an Oakland Tri-
bune reporter that years 

ago an admissions officer from Stan-
ford confided in her that applications 
from Oakland Tech went straight to 
the trash. Now Stanford admissions 
officials visit Oakland Tech, as do 
representatives from Brown, Colum-
bia and Yale.
 Other factors have contrib-
uted to Oakland Tech’s rise over the 
past three decades, including the 
creation of the prominent Engineer-
ing Academy. And Oakland Tech 
now offers more than a dozen AP 
classes in the sciences, math, foreign 
languages and computer science.
 “Paideia has had a big effect 
on the future success of its students,” 
said Ms. Joe. ☐

Left to right: Ms. Joe, Mr. Merrill, and 
Ms. Wolfe (1989, left photo, today, 
right photo).
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Tech and the Beginning of 
the MESA Program

 

By Sophia de Melo
 Success can often be found where it is not always an-
ticipated, as shown by the astounding success of the national 
MESA program. MESA, which stands for Math Engineering 
Science Achievement, was started at Tech by math teacher 
Mary Perry Smith. Her idea to start an engineering program 
in high schools came from a professor of engineering named 
Wilbur Somerton. 
 The purpose of the program originally was to get young 
people of color interested in engineering; many of Professor 
Somerton’s students were recruited by corporations, and after 
LBJ’s 1968 executive order on Affirmative Action, these re-
cruiters were searching specifically for persons of color. Pro-
fessor Somerton decided to interview local math and science 
teachers to see about starting an engineering program at the 
high school level. Teachers at Tech were interviewed, includ-
ing Ms. Smith. The outline for the program came from the UC 
Berkeley Office, and Tech was chosen to be the pilot school in 
1970, with Ms. Smith heading the program. She observed that 
many students who received poor grades had a lot of poten-
tial for success and that these kids could succeed if they got 
support from special programs as well as from their counsel-
ors and teachers. MESA came to provide this support for Tech 
students interested in math and science. It gave students aca-
demic and career counseling, provided them with tutors, and 
put them in contact with working engineers. Prior to the estab-
lishment of MESA, many students, especially students of color, 
did not even consider careers in the fields of math or science 
because they were told that they were incapable of making it in 
those fields and were often pushed away from more challeng-
ing classes, regardless of their potential for success. 
 MESA helped, and still helps, to provide encourage-
ment and support for these students, as well as the tools neces-
sary for them to succeed. Today, MESA offers its students in-
dividual academic planning, skills training, career and college 
exploration, incentive awards, leadership development, and 
professional development opportunities for teachers, as well 
as academies and classes that focus on math, engineering, and 
science. Current MESA members and Tech students Emma 
Delp and Leila Merzenich told Scribe interviewers that they en-
joy this program and have gained engineering skills that they 
believe will be very applica-
ble to their future careers.  
 Tech teacher Ms. 
Mary Perry Smith devoted 
her career to her students 
and the MESA program. Her 
ability to identify a problem, 
see potential, and implement 
a solution has had a tremen-
dous impact on many Tech 
students, and will continue 
to affect students across the 
country for years to come. ☐

Above: Current MESA stu-
dents

ACADEMIES AND PROGRAMS
Mr. DeLeeuw and the Health Academy

By E’Niyah Wilson
Mr. Deleeuw is a Health Academy teacher 
who helped found the program almost 27 
years ago.

What drew you to Tech?
 I was a student at the Education 
School at UC Berkeley. I only applied to 
two schools: Berkeley High, and Tech. I 
didn’t want to be too far from the school. 
I wanted be at a school that had a whole 
range of students. I wasn’t interested in 
teaching the kids that were already doing 
great. I didn’t want to do anything too com-
plicated either. It was close and the right 
kind of school. As it turned out, they were 
just starting the Health Academy and they 
needed somebody to write the curriculum. 
I had in my briefcase a physiology unit I 
had been doing as a student teacher and 
they said ‘give us a week, we’re hiring you.’

Has anything changed dramatically in 
Tech since you’ve been here? If so, what?
 The first few years I was here, 
Tech was considered a really bad school. 
They shut down the school for five years 
for earthquake renovation and the whole 
school was in portables on a parking lot, 
and it took a few years to get parents to 
want to get their kids to come here again. 
Two people were also murdered two years 
before I came here, and our nickname was 
“Murder High” at the time. That was a diffi-
cult sell to parents. 
What was your first year like here?

 Any first year teaching is 
unbelievably intense. It was a 
rough start, by my second day 
two kids started fighting. The 
students were a little harder to 
deal with, and there was not 
as much lab equipment. Once 
my classes calmed down, I felt 
good, like ‘I must be doing some-
thing right’. 

Are you excited 
about Tech’s 100th 

year 
anniversary?

 I t ’ s 
cool that this 
school has 
been here a 
bunch of 
years. I’m 

hoping that it’ll attract alumni. I feel like 
the Health Academy has a lot of alumni 
out there. There are a whole lot of doc-
tors, physical therapists, nutritionists-- you 
name it-- that actually came out of our stu-
dents. I had a student who got pregnant at 
fourteen, was in my physiology class the 
next year, and managed to go to college 
and medical school. She works for Kaiser 
in Southern California now. 
How has the Health Academy progressed 

since you first came here?
 We were the first academy program 
in the state. At the beginning, most peo-
ple—the parents, the school-- they want-
ed to treat it as a “voc-ed”, for kids who 
couldn’t do the academics and were behind 
on that. It was hard to get honors kids to 
sign up to be in this program. One of the 
biggest accomplishments of this academy 
was reaching students who were interested 
in these things. We brought in everybody—
that was the key thing, whether they have 
a 1.0 or a 4.0—we want them. It’s for any 
kid who is interested in health care. We had 
to do real work to get the perception of the 
program from “this is a remedial program” 
to this being for people who are really in-
terested. 

What’s one thing people don’t know 
about you or Tech? 

 Being a teacher in general has 
taught me a lot of patience. [It is sometimes 
tough] working with students who want to 

do better in school but don’t quite 
know how yet. You want to jump 
in and tell them “do this”, but 
they have to do it themselves. 

Did you happen to know 
any of the students who are 

teachers now?
 Yes, Ms. Phan was 
my student. She sat right 
there. ☐

P h o t o : 
I s a b e l 
Burgos 
/ The 
Scribe.
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100 Years of The Scribe
By Celia Cody-Carrese

 
 In this Centennial Issue of 
The Scribe, we’ve looked at how Tech 
has changed throughout it’s 100-year 
history, but what about The Scribe 
itself? The Scribe has been around 
since at least the 1920s, when the 
newspaper looked a lot dif-
ferent than it does today. 
Flipping through Scribe is-
sues from almost every decade 
since the ‘20s, I got a glimpse of 
student life at Tech throughout 
the 20th century. So, what has 
changed and what has stayed the 
same?
         First of all, The Scribe used 
to be published weekly, which 
meant that there was a lot less time 
to fill up a whole newspaper. This 
led to a lot of random and some-
what meaningless articles and col-
umns. Some of my favorites include: 
“Transfer Please” (which described 
different bus drivers), a bio on Lu-
cille Begg’s dog Friskie titled, “Is 
Technical Getting Friskie?,” and 
various articles comparing stu-
dents to different candy bars (Do-
lores Schutz is a Bit-O-Honey!) and 
dog breeds (Janice Arrigotti is a hot 
dog— ouch). Fashion was a popu-
lar subject in The Scribe throughout 
the years. One column, titled “From 
Head to Toe,” simply describes peo-
ple’s outfits. Here’s an excerpt: “Phyl-
lis Hortman is right on style in her 
new navy suit. Its chief merits are the 
applique on the shoulders and pock-
ets and the cute blue buttons all the 
way down the front of the jacket.” 
Seems like Tech has always been a 

well-dressed school, so much so that 
students wrote about it in the school 
newspaper.
         Another recurring column 
throughout The Scribe’s history has 
been various advice columns, in-
cluding “Aunt Psyche,” “Dear Dora,” 

and “Big Bertha.” Most 
of these columns pro-
vided relationship ad-
vice for students which 
ranged from funny to 
clearly outdated. One 
student wrote in to 
“Aunt Psyche” about 
her insecurities 
about her looks. 
Aunt Psyche then 

told her 
to lose 

w e i g h t 
and change 

her clothes, 
and if this 

didn’t work 
to just “with-

er away.” There 
may be a tinge of 

humor in there, 
but mostly it’s just 

a superficial view of people that 
(thankfully) The Scribe no longer 
condones.
         Some aspects of The Scribe 
haven’t changed much over the years. 
Its writers today and throughout the 
20th century reported on local news, 
provided students with updates 
about Tech, and wrote about teachers 
and staff. Scribe issues throughout 
the years have sported pictures, stu-
dent-drawn illustrations, and even 
cartoons like the ones Pun-Master 

Naomi G draws today. In the 1920s, 
there was even a recurring cartoon 
character named “Technite Tess,” a 
sassy and witty Tech student. One 
thing that has changed for the better 
since the early days of the newspa-
per is the quality of editing. Look-
ing through old Scribes, I was sur-
prised at how many typos I found. 
Today, typos are a rarity (shout out 
to our editors!). Articles also tended 
to be a lot shorter, probably because 
writers used to have a lot less time 
to put together a piece.
         From looking through old 
issues I learned a lot about what be-
ing a student at Tech was like in dif-
ferent time periods. For much of the 
early 20th century, there was an ac-
tive Alpha Society at Tech that threw 
various events. Other clubs includ-
ed Glee Club, the “Toppers Club for 
Taller Girls” (5’8’’ and over), and 
the Rifle Club. There were also a 
lot more events going on at school, 
including dances at lunch and moth-
er-daughter teas. This is most 
likely because until recent de-
cades, attending college was a 
goal shared by relatively few-
er high school students. For 
many people, high school was 
the peak of social involvement 
in their lives, so a lot more 
effort went into making it a 
memorable and fun experi-
ence. While Tech is no doubt 
still a fun and exciting school 
to go to, it seems that more at-
tention is placed on academics 
today than 50 years ago.
         It’s clear that The Scribe 
has evolved tremendously 
throughout its history, just like 
Tech itself. Here’s to our school 

and its newspaper’s rich history, and 
to many more years to come.  ☐

Scribe 
staff, 
1944 
(left) and 
today 
(right)


