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Real-life

Heroes

rowing up in Ethiopia, all Deutron
Kebebew knew about America was
what he had seen in the movies.

So he was excited when his father,
who had fled the country for political reasons,
invited him to come and live in the United States.
He imagined the car chases he would see, the cow-
boys that would ride through town.

But although Kebebew’s life turned out to be
something like a movie, it was not the one he
had imagined. At 14, Kebebew found himself in
California’s foster care system, living with a family
in the small town of Gilroy.

Even though he liked his foster family,
Kebebew longed for his parents and felt the sting
of being treated differently than the couple’s bio-
logical children—things like not being allowed to
open the refrigerator or having to earn points to
participate in the activities he liked. But Kebebew
remembered what his mother and grandmother
had taught him and vowed not to become angry
like some of the 50 to 60 other foster children
who flowed through the house with their stories
of horrific abuse and neglect.

It was then that he met the first of his “heroes,”
a junior high teacher who told Kebebew he should
run for vice president of the class.

“I said, ‘My English barely works and I carry a
soccer ball around with me,”” Kebebew, now 31,
remembered. “I have a funny name and kids make
fun of me.”

But the teacher pressed, and Kebebew was
elected vice president of his freshman class.
Kebebew decided to throw himself into student
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government, clubs, and schoolwork as a way to
keep the sadness and anger at bay. It was that
choice that helped him win a prestigious Pister
Leadership Opportunity Award at UC Santa
Cruz, a $10,000-a-year grant that made it possible
for him to attend UCSC. Kebebew was the 2000
recipient of the Thomas B. Porter Scholar award.

“I was so thankful for that opportunity and
humbly grateful to the Thomas B. Porter family
for their investment in my education,” Kebebew
said in a voice that still carries a lilting trace of his
native country.

He also joined the Smith Scholastic Society,
which provides mentors for former foster children
at the university and encourages them to mentor
others. “It was about creating a caring commu-
nity,” Kebebew said.

Four years later, Kebebew had an electrical en-
gineering degree, but his heart took him back to
the children he had met in foster care. He got a
job with the Santa Cruz Community Counseling
Center, where he worked with foster youth and is
now involved in a major research project to study
the impact of positive father involvement on
children.

But Kebebew always remembers that first day
at UCSC as he stood with a favorite social worker
and watched parents carrying bags of groceries
into the dorms for their children. So when two
of the young people he mentors went to college,
Kebebew was by their side.

“And I made sure they had all the groceries they
needed,” he said.

—PEGGY TOwNSEND
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Pister’s legacy lives on
through scholarships

They've been aspiring biologists
and teachers; immigrants from all
over the world, including Hungary,
Mexico, and Vietnam; single
parents; and re-entry students.
Many have had to overcome
enormous obstacles to get an
education, or have been the first
in their family to attend college.
These are a few of the students
who have received Karl S. Pister
Leadership Opportunity Awards.
Established in
1993 by Pister, the
campus’s sixth
chancellor, the
program fosters
the transfer of
accomplished
students from
regional community colleges
to UCSC. All recipients receive a
$10,000 scholarship for each of
two years, the support of a strong
academic mentoring program,
and assistance finding paid sum-
mer work experience in a field that
complements their studies.
“When I reflect on the impact
of actions that | took as chan-
cellor of UCSC, creation of the
Leadership Opportunity Awards
program stands out above all
others,” said Pister. “Through
their careers, LOA alumni have
brought distinction to the pro-
gram and to UCSC. The many
campus friends who contributed
to the $6.1 million endowment
that sustains the program have
made a good investment in the
future of California.”

Karl S. Pister

For information about the
Karl S. Pister Leadership
Opportunity Awards, or to
contribute, contact Kathleen
Hughes at (831) 459-4552 or
khughes@ucsc.edu.

13



