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OPENING THEIR HEARTS AND HOMES

STEP host families change lives

By VALERIE ABRAHAMS

Visiting colleges with Cash was a privilege, Greenwald said. “She is a trailblazer and she feels so proud as
ntil a family has the experience of hosting a the ﬁrst member of her family going to college.”
STEP student, they cannot imagine how reThough Cash has her own family back in Memphis,
warding it is.
Tennessee, she has truly become a member of the GreenThat’s the insight shared by several Scars- wald family after two years. “She had a seamless integradale residents, past and present, as they re- tion into our family,” Greenwald said. “We are deﬁnitely
ﬂected on their time invested in bringing a world of op- committed to her; I hope we will be in her life forever.”
Nan and Lee Berke of Nelson Road had similar exportunity to young people through STEP, the Scarsdale
periences hosting STEP student Robert Lee, SHS class
Student Transfer Education Program.
Each year, the organization’s 30-member volunteer of 2015, when he moved to Scarsdale from Memphis,
board of directors, along with counselors, staff and fac- Tennessee.
“He was from another part of the country [with] a difulty at SHS, guides one or two STEP students — many
of whom are the ﬁrst in their family to pursue higher edu- ferent way of life,” Lee Berke said. “It was like he landed
cation — along the path to college. Former SHS social on Mars and it was very disorienting for him. Away from
studies department chairman Eric Rothschild established his parents, away from everything, he was totally unSTEP in 1966 to recruit promising students of color from known to everybody and he had to start a new life.”
Though Lee was polite and pleasunderserved communities and supant, his hosts could see he was loneport them in Scarsdale as they comly, homesick and scared. “When you
plete the rigorous high school curhave [your own] kids, from the start
riculum and apply to college while
you start to structure a life for them
living with a local family.
with activities and friends,” Berke
It takes a village, as they say.
said. “Robert had none of that, so
It also takes a host family.
it was incumbent upon us to be his
Jean Hofheimer Bennett rememsurrogate friends and his parents
bers only positives about the experiand to ease him into the transition.”
ence from the moment Jodie Reed,
Things started to change as Lee
a “beautiful woman with an Afro,”
made friends and found a routine.
stepped out of the car at the family’s
“He treated school like a smorHeathcote home in 1969.
“As soon as she arrived at the house, she started to call gasbord,” Berke said. “He tried everything — the class
my parents mom and pop right away,” Bennett recalled. play, student government, clubs.”
STEP board members were eager to offer help and as“We were a family of four kids with ﬁrst cousins also
in Scarsdale and [my parents] knew Josie would be wel- sistance as well, which, as time passed, the host family
comed by us all. It was the time of the civil rights move- needed less and less.
“Robert got more conﬁdent and we were getting into a
ment and I think lots of people were looking for ways to
groove as to what he needed from us,” Berke said. “He
get involved.”
The daughter of Mississippi sharecroppers and a sis- was self-motivated. We just needed to be sure he was
ter to 13 siblings, Josie Reed was calm, assured and al- where he needed to be.”
The Berkes’ own son, Steven, was very supportive and
ways looked on the bright side, Bennett said. Even her
name meshed with the Hofheimer siblings — Jean, Judy, tried to ﬁt Lee in with his friends until Lee eventually
found his own.
Joanne and Jimmy. “It was a good ﬁt,” Bennett said.
“Steven treated Robert as a friend and a brother, but
If the length of a relationship is a measure of success,
then Bennett and her STEP sister are clear winners. They he also learned a lot from the STEP hosting experience,”
co-authored a book about Josie’s journey in 2015, and Berke said, especially seeing how Lee treated everything
celebrate Thanksgiving together with extended Bennett’s as an opportunity, took full advantage of Scarsdale’s college prep curriculum and took seriously his responsibility
family in Connecticut every year.
Setting her sights on college, Josie worked hard to mas- to do well and get ready for college.
His focus and effort paid off; Lee was awarded two full
ter the highly competitive environment of Scarsdale High
School. She graduated with the class of 1971, attended scholarships and was admitted to Vanderbilt University,
Anderson College, became a social worker, completed class of 2019.
According to the Berkes, their church community,
divinity school and currently is a minister and teacher in
neighbors and the STEP board embraced Lee and everyColorado.
Bennett said the Scarsdale community really contrib- one who got to know him still asks how he is doing.
“He changed us,” Berke said. “He became a part of our
uted to help the program go smoothly for the students
family. When people ask us about our kids, we talk about
and families.
“The teachers, the town, everybody was very welcom- David, Steven, Glenn and Robert, our STEP son.”
Asked if they would encourage others to host through
ing,” she said.
Bennett said her own view of the world was enlarged STEP, Nan Berke said yes, because “it gives your famby living with Josie, whose history was so different from ily a different dimension” and an appreciation of other
lifestyles.
her own.
“It’s tremendously valuable for the [STEP] kids and
For example, when SHS teachers asked Josie about her
experiences in 1960s Mississippi, the Scarsdale students for yourself and your family,” Lee Berke added. “Everywere shocked to learn a group of black eighth-graders in body says they want to make a difference. Here’s a way
Josie’s school were expelled for wearing civil rights pins to change one person’s life for the better.”
Quaker Ridge residents Mara and Brandon Steiner
and then had to be home schooled by parents after the local
church where they held temporary classes received threats. would agree. From 2010 to 2012, they hosted STEP stuBennett said her parents always maintained they got dent Keith Martinez, a Native American from Oglala Lamore out of the experience than their student did. She kota Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota.
Martinez was living in an RV with his parents and six
quoted them, saying, “While the STEP program claims
to improve the lives of the scholars from the underserved brothers and sisters when he was recruited for STEP and
then moved to Scarsdale for his juSouth, we received much more than
nior and senior years of high school.
we gave and, in fact, our lives im“We were intrigued and thought
proved beyond measure.”
maybe we would affect not only
Today, if you ask about hosting
Keith, but the rest of his family,”
with STEP, Bennett says emphatiMara Steiner said. “As it turned out,
cally, “Do it … Your life would beit took on a life of its own that we
come much more enriched, and you
never really anticipated as this one
will get much more out of it than
person was so changed.”
you give.”
Thanks to the STEP program,
Fast forward 50 years.
— Diane Greenwald
Martinez graduated from SHS 2012
Marc and Diane Greenwald of
and from Villanova in 2016. He has
Oak Lane are hosting Zaria Cash
won several awards and scholarfrom Memphis, who will head to
Centre College in Kentucky this fall as a graduate of SHS ships, including a Harry S. Truman Scholarship, and was
named a Gates Millennium Scholar, as well as a Presiclass of 2018.
Diane Greenwald said her two teenage sons’ openness dential Scholar. Currently he works as a communications
to the idea was a key factor in her family’s decision to specialist for the National Indian Gaming Commission in
Washington, D.C.
host a STEP student.
Watching Martinez grow and transform — eating his
“They knew they are lucky and had plenty to share,
and they welcomed her immediately,” Greenwald said. ﬁrst steak, taking his ﬁrst trip to the library and talking
And, it’s been a “very additive experience to have her in about opportunities — was the “real power” of the experience, Brandon Steiner said. “You really feel you are
our home.”
“She is a very positive young woman, serious about doing something.”
The STEP board members, the community and the
making changes in her life and taking advantage of opportunities and broadening her horizons,” Greenwald said. family’s friends were “incredibly supportive,” of Martinez, while the Steiner’s teenaged daughter and her friends
“We have learned as much from her as she has from us.”
Cash is like an older sister to Greenwald’s sons, who were “very embracing,” Mara Steiner said.
It took some time, though, to ﬁll the newcomer’s social
will be in ninth and 11th grades next year, and a good
role model by doing things the family might not have calendar. So the STEP board rallied and people started
considered, such as participating in the EMT certiﬁcation arranging things for Martinez.
Through STEP, Martinez got to meet and talk to all
program at the ambulance corps for her senior options
sorts of people who shared their interests with him —
this month.
According to Greenwald, the STEP program is suc- doctors, lawyers, families who took him bowling or to
the shows and museums, and even introduced him to garcessful because of its host family model.
“A 16-year-old may be mature enough to be indepen- dening. “It was a great help for us,” Mara Steiner said.
Being a host “is one of the best things we have ever
dent in some ways, but … each will develop at his or her
own place and there are lessons to be learned,” she said, done; something good, but so much bigger than that, for
which reﬂects her own parenting style. “I try to meet the us and our family,” Brandon Steiner said. “We realize
child where they are … to take the time to get to know how great we have it here and all the stuff our kids have
her and assess her strengths and needs and how the fam- access to… then you give that access [to] a kid like this
ily could meet her needs [while] being open to learning who has so much potential, and you realize if you have a
strategy with a group of people, you can get [the student]
about her life experiences and not make assumptions.”
Early on, for example, they found common interests on the right path.”
Martinez soaked it up like a sponge. “We pushed him a
in the family pets and learning about each other’s favorlot and he pushed himself a lot — sometimes as a parent
ite foods.
Greenwald said the STEP program, which is coordi- you forget to do that, because there is pressure not to put
nated by a board of volunteers, is at its best when sup- pressure. But [Martinez] was a gracious recipient and ran
porting the family to have a good relationship with the with it,” Brandon Steiner said.
As in any parenting situation, there are challenges.
student. In her case, the priority was “First get to know
“You have to deal with [issues], which is tougher be[the student] and develop our bond, then to share the
cause he’s not your kid,” Mara Steiner said. “But we
relationship with others.”

U

It takes a village,
as they say.
It also takes a
host family.

made sure he had the right frame of mind [for example]
when he started dating.”
The Steiners stayed in touch with Martinez throughout
college, they hosted him when he worked locally during
two summers, and they still contact him often.
“We were constantly monitoring and consulting to
keep him on track,” Brandon Steiner said. Martinez’s
ﬁrst couple of years out of school have been “almost as
complicated, but it is easy to incorporate him as a man.”
Becoming a host to Atiereya Adley, a STEP student from a rural area near the Mississippi River delta,
changed Scarsdale resident Tara Tyberg, who was from a
rural community herself.
“After being around Atiereya and her mom and their
customs, I felt more open to new kinds of relationships,” Tyberg said. “I am so much more comfortable
with relating to … people of different backgrounds and
different styles.”
When Adley came to Scarsdale High School in 2003
with her parents, they were worried about safety and
asked why there were no metal detectors or police on
campus.
“They asked us how many kids had been shot here and
whether people carried guns,” Tara Tyberg said. “My
husband told them the most dangerous thing in Scarsdale
was my cooking.”
Tara’s spouse Ted Tyberg said he “started looking at
things through different eyes” as a host parent, and “looking through her eyes was unbelievably different.” In contrast, the Tybergs said Adley was surprised the family sat
down to eat dinner together, and she wasn’t exactly excited by all the salad and vegetables on the table.
As Adley “blossomed academically” at SHS, Tara Tyberg often heard her on the phone helping friends back in
Mississippi ﬁll out college applications.
“She was so sure education was the key to get ahead
and stay ahead,” Tyberg said. “She went out of her way
to get others from her community and her older brothers
to realize they needed to ﬁnish school. It was big ripple
effect; it changed her life and others around her.”
Adley graduated from SHS in 2005 and Dillard University in 2011. She completed two master’s programs
and is currently a Ph.D. student, a government worker
and single parent in New Orleans.
“There was never a moment when we felt uncomfortable having her with us,” Ted Tyberg said. “It was really
quite seamless.”
His wife agreed, saying, “She learned our rules and
how we behaved, which often was different from what
she was used to.” Eventually, “She was just another teenage girl in the house.”
Tyberg’s daughter, Beth Anne, a sophomore at SHS at
the time, became very close with her STEP sibling. They
live in different cities now, but thanks to social media,
they still keep in touch.
In Brandon Steiner’s view, being a part of STEP was
the right thing to do, especially in a community like
Scarsdale, which can offer so many resources. “We all
love our kids and we believe in our kids, but with the
right support, believing in someone else’s kid can really
make a big difference,” he said.

Jay and Eli Greenwald, above, with Zaria Cash, SHS ’18; Steven and Glenn Berke, below, with Robert Lee,
SHS ’15.

Will you STEP up?
The Scarsdale Student Transfer
Education Program, STEP, is
seeking a family in the Scarsdale
School District to host a student
for two academic years, starting
in late August. The 30-member
STEP board of directors and
24-member advisory board provide a strong network of consistent support to host families,
including a generous stipend
to cover expenses. Interested
families should email info@
scarsdalestep.org. For information, visit scarsdalestep.org.

Being a host “is one
of the best things
we have ever done;
something good, but
so much bigger,
for us and
our family.”

“We have learned
as much from her
as she has from us.”
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Clockwise from top left, Brandon and Mara Steiner with Keith
Martinez; Jean Hofheimer Bennett with Josie Reed; Tara Tyberg with Atiereya Adley; Lee and Nan Berke with Robert Lee
and his family from Memphis.

“He became a part
of our family. When
people ask us about
our kids, we talk
about David, Steven,
Glenn and Robert,
our STEP son.”

“She went out of her way
to get others from her
community ... to realize
they needed to ﬁnish
school. It was big ripple
effect; it changed her life
and others around her.”

— Lee Berke

— STEP host parent Tara Tyberg

