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Ben Schneider:  Hello. This is Ben Schneider introducing Mr. Zizwe Allette, an employee of Johns 
Hopkins. Today is October 26, 2018. This interview is taking place in the Charles 
Commons Study Room on 3301 St. Paul St., Baltimore, zip code 21218. So firstly, 
could you state briefly what your job is and what you do for Johns Hopkins? 

Zizwe Allette:  I am a teacher that works with kids who've dropped out of high school in East 
Baltimore. 

 

Ben Schneider:  That’s great. So now I'd like to ask a few questions about your life, and about 
your life in Baltimore, and as an employee for Hopkins. Firstly, what was it like 
where you grew up? What was the neighborhood like? What were the people 
like? 

Zizwe Allette:  I grew up in a lot of different places. I was born in Brooklyn, New York and I lived 
there until I was about three years old. And then we moved to a pretty rural 
area in Baltimore called Dundalk. My mom didn't like the cultural transition, so 
we moved to the city; we moved to West Baltimore and I lived there until I was 
about 10. West Baltimore, at that time, was a typical city community with 
schools that my parents didn't find desirable, so I was sent to private school 
while I lived in that neighborhood. At about 10, we moved into the suburbs and 
my parents believed the schools were better than the suburbs, so I went to 
public school there until I graduated from high school. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Could you elaborate on the differences between the two school systems? 

Zizwe Allette:  The private school system really focused on individual achievement; attention 
to kids was kind of a premium in the private school system. The public school 
system, if you couldn't keep up you really had a hard time. It was just like we 
were trying to push kids along into the next level as best we can and a lot of 
times the large classrooms and the overcrowding didn't lend itself to individual 
development. I guess kids didn't really get a chance to think for themselves and 
develop a lot of ideas that kids in private schools are able to do—allowed to do, 
really—through exploration. 
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Ben Schneider:  Were there differences or similarities in the racial makeup of the students or 
faculty? 

Zizwe Allette:  Yeah. The private school I went to, I found myself to be in the racial minority. 
So, the private school was predominately white. There were no Asian students 
that I can remember. It was called the Waldorf School and I think the Waldorf 
School's kind of close to the Montessori style of education, I'm not sure if you 
know of the Montessori style. Montessori is like you kind of build things, you 
create things like textbooks. We made our own textbooks; we wrote our own 
textbooks; we illustrated our own textbooks; we modeled battle scenes out of 
beeswax and different colors. So, we did a lot of things by hand. We made a 
cookbook that we sold to raise money for a field trip to New York, for example. 
We were in Baltimore, we sold cookbooks, and made soup, and we sold soup at 
lunchtime, and we saved the money, and we took a trip to an upstate New York 
farm where we stayed for about a week. I guess that was some of our first 
forays into entrepreneurship. That was in like third grade when we sold 
cookbooks and we paid for our own trip to New York. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Okay. What did your parents do for a living? How do people in your family talk 
about work? 

Zizwe Allette:  My parents are, I guess they're both retired at this point, but my mom was a 
teacher and she also was a real estate agent for a while in Baltimore City. She 
was an English major and she graduated from Brooklyn College. My father was a 
sociology major at Brooklyn College also. He's also a Vietnam veteran. He didn't 
serve in any action; he was sent to Germany where he worked as a munitions 
clerk. So luckily, he didn't actually have to go into battle, thankfully. 

 

Ben Schneider:  What were your parent's attitudes towards education? 

Zizwe Allette:  My parents were strict about learning with me as a kid, so much so that I wasn't 
even allowed to go to school in the neighborhood that I grew up in. So, they 
really valued sacrifices necessary to send their kid to a better school. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Did you notice differences in the ethnic makeup of the neighborhood you lived 
in versus the neighborhood of your classmates? 

Zizwe Allette:  Yeah. I lived in the inner-city community in West Baltimore, predominately 
black, if not all black, maybe one or two non-blacks. We moved into a house 
that was a three-apartment building. My dad bought a three-apartment building 
in the neighborhood and he rented the upper two levels of the house that we 
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moved in. I think the last white person in the neighborhood lived in the third 
floor, he was a Jewish man named Mr. Feldman. He was the last of all the 
whites in the neighborhood and he lived by himself. He moved on at a certain 
point. So, it was all black except for us. My parents are immigrants from the 
Caribbean, by the way. So, we were an ethnic minority in a predominately 
African American neighborhood. We were black but my parents just had a 
different accent. We were just a little bit different and we were called refugees 
by neighbors sometimes even though my parents were legal citizens in the 
country. 

Zizwe Allette:  My dad actually enlisted in the Army during the Vietnam War so that he could 
become a citizen of the country. My mom and dad met in Brooklyn. My mom 
was from Trinidad and my dad is from Grenada. They're both living now; I'll just 
put that out there. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Did you feel marginalized by the community? How did you feel the West 
Baltimore community treated you differently or similar since your ethnicity? 

Zizwe Allette:  Immigrants tend to have different like values or different ways that they raise 
their kids. So, a lot of the freedoms that the kids in my neighborhood enjoyed, I 
didn't enjoy those same freedoms. I think staying out at certain hours of the 
night wasn't allowed, TV was limited, and Christmas wasn't as much of a treat 
growing up as I saw other kids getting lots and lots of toys, I maybe got one or 
two things at the most. So yeah, it was a little different. My dad is from Grenada 
which was, I guess, a socialist country at the time when I was coming up. So, 
around the third grade the United States invaded my dad's country and he was 
often seen as a socialist or a communist by his peers because he was from 
Grenada. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Did you talk about politics in the home much? 

Zizwe Allette:  Yes, with my dad all the time. My mom didn't really engage in politics. 

 

Ben Schneider:  What were the conversations like with your parents? 

Zizwe Allette:  With my dad more so than my mom. My mom and I, we didn't talk about 
politics. My mom was more making sure all the bills were paid and keeping track 
of the books. My dad wasn't the most responsible bookkeeper. My dad was self-
employed and he's still self-employed, but he didn't keep good records of all his 
money all the time. He was very successful, but my mom was really behind the 
scenes supporting all that. So, my mom was really busy with those things. My 
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dad and I talked about government a lot, just people's behavior a lot growing 
up. 

 

Ben Schneider:  How, if at all, did you talk with your classmates and friends about politics? 

Zizwe Allette:  We didn't really talk about politics growing up. I think I didn't get into any type 
of politics—in terms of conversation—until high school and I think my 
background with my dad kind of shaped the way I thought about politics in a 
way because I was a bit of a rebel I guess in high school. There was this man 
named Malcolm X, I'm sure you all know who Malcolm X is. I wore a tee-shirt 
with Malcolm X that had him with a gun on the tee-shirt saying, "By any means 
necessary" and I didn't think there was anything wrong with the tee-shirt at all. I 
just thought it was like a political statement about ...  well, it is a personal 
statement about just being willing to do anything to achieve your goals. And my 
German teacher, she had an issue with the tee-shirt, and she asked me to leave 
the class. 

Zizwe Allette:  At the end of the day, I was asked to take my shirt off and my mom had to bring 
me another shirt to wear to school. That really had a deep impact on me at the 
time and it actually brought me to tears for some reason. I don't know why it 
made me cry but having to take that shirt off meant a lot to me, I felt like it was 
really an attack on my character for some reason at the time. So, when I was let 
out of the office wearing this other shirt my mom brought this like corny, green 
Polo shirt with buttons, this other kid saw me upset and before you know it 
became like a school-wide issue at the school. We all walked out of class the 
next day and had a huge protest in the cafeteria and almost every student in the 
building left their class and came to the cafeteria to voice their concerns about 
the tee-shirt incident. Other issues came to the front as a result of that tee-shirt 
incident. 

 

Ben Schneider:  On that day, did you encounter instances of racial discrimination or specifically 
against you as an immigrant in school? 

Zizwe Allette:  Not in school, no. Actually, being an immigrant had some advantages, I think. I 
think academically, my parents stressing education for so long as a kid gave me 
the advantage in school, so I ended up okay. Socially, I wasn't the most socially 
adapted kid. I went to private school and then I went to a public school where 
there were a lot of different norms that I had to adapt to growing up, but I did 
play soccer better than other kids because my parents were from the 
Caribbean. I was able to shine on the soccer field. 
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Ben Schneider:  With your parents, did you have conversations of assimilation into American 
culture? 

Zizwe Allette:  My parents often—fortunately or unfortunately—there were some prejudices 
about American culture and Americans in general that they passed on. They 
weren't like horrible– 

Ben Schneider:  Could you elaborate on that? 

Zizwe Allette: J ust about personal manners and just some subtle character differences that my 
parents noticed about how Americans did business or African Americans did 
business with them. There's like trust issues, I guess. 

Ben Schneider:  All right. 

Zizwe Allette:  And also, not just African Americans; also, white people were discussed as 
somewhat not always being the best in terms of trusting. My parents came here 
in the '60s so during the '60s there was a lot of social upheaval about the 
Vietnam War, and Women's Rights, Civil Rights of African Americans, voting 
rights, et cetera, et cetera. That militancy was kind of instilled in my dad 
especially. 

 

Ben Schneider:  And then after high school? 

Zizwe Allette:  Yeah. 

Ben Schneider:  Where did you go to college, first off? And how did you feel differently in 
college? 

Zizwe Allette:  So, I graduated from high school, went to college, went to Morgan State 
University. I had a great time at school, it was like freedom. I never had an 
alcoholic beverage until I got to college, I never smoked anything before I got to 
college, so I was free. I was living on campus; I had a full scholarship. I almost 
lost it, but I was able to keep it. I stayed for five years and I graduated, thank 
God. 

 

Ben Schneider:  That's good to hear. How was the racial makeup of your college, similar or 
different? 

Zizwe Allette:  College was about 95% African American. 

Ben Schneider:  Were your fellow students and faculty mostly from Baltimore or from 
surrounding areas? 
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Zizwe Allette:  The faculty's international in Morgan State. My math teacher was from Haiti, my 
economics teacher was from West Africa, a lot of my history teachers were from 
the Caribbean. The faculty was pretty diverse. Asians, Africans, Europeans, 
Morgan seemed to attract faculty from all over. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Did you feel being an immigrant shaped your experience in college? 

Zizwe Allette:  In college, I think, a lot of kids are like dealing with issues of identity at a certain 
point and I think having a Caribbean identity helped me to attach to other 
Caribbean students. Music, food, sports, these things kind of drew us together. 
Does that answer your question? 

Ben Schneider:  Yeah. How did you engage with politics in college? 

Zizwe Allette:  Politics in college pretty intense. Everybody was talking about something 
political in college when I was in college. There was the O.J. Simpson trial, I 
guess that's politics. What else? I was a student regent, so I was elected to the 
board of regents as a student representative, so that's politics to a certain 
degree. 

Ben Schneider:  Could you talk about how the O.J. trial affected campus life? 

Zizwe Allette:  People were pretty happy that he was freed or that he was found not guilty for 
the most part. I didn't really take sides in that issue in college. I was kind of 
suspicious of O.J. I wasn't emotionally moved by the outcome. 

 

Ben Schneider:  You spoke on exploring personal identity. How did you explore or not explore 
your own personal identity? 

Zizwe Allette:  I don't think I really did too much exploration of my personal identity in college. 
I think it was more political than anything. 

Ben Schneider:  How did you explore your political identity? 

Zizwe Allette:  By getting into debates almost every day about something or the other or just 
getting into conversations that we had. We had organizations that did ... it was 
called The Wake Up Session, where we just discussed the politics of the day and 
issues affecting mostly the black community and how we could progress. 

Ben Schneider:  Could you give an example of how those meetings would– 

Zizwe Allette:  Would go? 
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Ben Schneider:  Yeah. 

Zizwe Allette:  We discussed issues like family. How can we be better fathers in our family? 
How can we be more responsible students? What is our obligation once we 
graduate to the black community? Or do we have an obligation to the black 
community after we graduate? What is the role of the black college in the 
United States? There'd be a lot of debate about that. The role of women, 
something that we talked about was sometimes was the role of women. How do 
women figure in to the family? What's their role? Do they have a certain job? 
Are the roles of the family changing? Are men and women to do the same thing 
constantly? By the same thing, I mean are the jobs supposed to be split equally? 
Do men cook? Do men stay at home? Do women stay at home? 

 

Ben Schneider:  Did these discussions typically become contentious? 

Zizwe Allette:  From what I remember, there was often contentious debate at these meetings. 
There was a lot of like women who were involved in debate just as strongly as 
men when I was in school. Not uncommon at all. 

 

Ben Schneider:  What sort of work did you pursue right out of college? 

Zizwe Allette:  Right out of college, my initial plan was to go to law school. My initial plan was 
to go to law school. I had taken classes to prepare for the LSAT, however, I soon 
had a child right after graduating so I had to take a job. So, I took a job as a 
teacher and I taught in public schools for a few years and that really wasn't ...  I 
wasn't really fit for that. The instruction of public school is very, very 
overbearing in terms of the administration at the public school level in 
Baltimore; I don't know if it's nationwide or what. I found it to be uncomfortable 
to have someone monitoring my classroom who was an administrator—just 
watching what we did in the class and not actually chipping in and taking part in 
the education and learning. I just didn't feel comfortable with it. I wasn't able to 
manage the behaviors of 30 middle school students at once, so I didn't find it to 
be a pleasurable experience. 

 

Ben Schneider:  What was the racial makeup of– 

Zizwe Allette:  Of the schools I taught in Baltimore City? Would be predominately African 
American. 

Ben Schneider:  Did you find similar demographics in your coworkers? 
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Zizwe Allette:  Yeah. Predominately African American but not to the degree of the school. The 
school's student population, but yeah, the teachers were predominately African 
American too. 

 

Ben Schneider:  And then throughout your time as a teacher and also as a student in Baltimore, 
did you feel a presence of Johns Hopkins University on the city or on yourself? 

Zizwe Allette:  Like did I feel it like an invisible force? 

Ben Schneider:  As a political entity– 

Zizwe Allette:  Oh, as a political entity. 

Ben Schneider:  [crosstalk 00:21:22] as an educational institution. 

Zizwe Allette:  I guess unbeknownst to me; I think Hopkins has been all over the city. I wasn't 
aware of Hopkins until I left my job in Baltimore City schools and became an 
employee of Johns Hopkins University. 

 

Ben Schneider:  And could you discuss when you did become employed by Hopkins and what 
you began doing? 

Zizwe Allette:  Okay. I left public school system and then I became an assistant to my dad who 
was running a home improvement company. I painted houses and I hung 
drywall and I just did manual labor for about a year or two and then my mom 
who was a city employee told me about a job at YO! Baltimore. And YO! 
Baltimore had a satellite program in East Baltimore, and I applied and I got the 
job as a computer lab monitor. I would teach computer skills to students looking 
for employment and students who were seeking the G.E.D. I also was in charge 
of maintaining attendance records for students who were there on site working 
towards their G.E.D. At the time, BCCC, or Baltimore City Community College, 
managed the G.E.D. teaching and there was a partnership between Hopkins and 
BCCC at that time. After about a year or so, BCCC's contract ended and we were 
left to fend for ourselves. 

 

Ben Schneider:  Are we on low battery? We can pause and change the batteries. 

[Break for battery change] 
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Ben:  Zoom. Okay, I'll do another intro. Hello, this is Ben Schneider with the second half of my 
interview of Mr. Zizwe Allette. An employee of Johns Hopkins. Today is October 26, 
2018. This interview's taking place at 3301 Charles Street in Baltimore, zip code 21218. 

Zizwe Allette:  Great intro. That was nice, man. 

 

Ben:  Thank you. So, you were talking about your initial work for YO! Baltimore. And was YO! 
Baltimore under Johns Hopkins? 

Zizwe Allette:  YO! Baltimore has ... I guess YO! Baltimore initially was a City, Baltimore City's program. 
Hopkins managed the personnel issues or personnel aspect of the satellite in East 
Baltimore. So, YO! Baltimore was a partnership between Baltimore City and Johns 
Hopkins and East Baltimore. There's another YO! Baltimore satellite in West Baltimore 
that's solely under the Baltimore city auspices. 

 

Ben:  And did you notice differences in the way Hopkins administered the chapter versus the 
other? 

Zizwe Allette:  I always found the Hopkins side to be a bit more organized. And thankfully I worked for 
the Hopkins side, honestly. My mom worked on the West side and their facilities were a 
bit out of date. Yeah, so their facilities weren't as up to date and modern as the Hopkins 
one. To be honest. 

 

Ben:  How do you notice racial dynamics in terms of the racial makeup of your coworkers, but 
as well as conversations about race within the workplace? 

Zizwe Allette: The racial makeup of the coworkers at where I work is somewhat diverse. We're more 
diverse than the West side programs, so ...  I think it's because we're connected, we're 
connected to Hopkins that we're able to attract a more diverse workforce. 

Ben:  Could you elaborate on the differences of diversity between the West and East sides? 

Zizwe Allette:  The West side is about 85-90% African-American. The East side is I guess about 60, 
maybe 70% African-American. 

 

Ben:  And how are race and racial politics discussed within the workplace? 

Zizwe Allette:  Oh, never. I forgot that question. 
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Ben:  That's all right. 

Zizwe Allette:  We rarely talk about race. We'll talk about issues that are I guess secondary to race. Like 
we'll talk about gentrification. We won't directly say who's gentrifying what, but I guess 
that's assumed. There's also the dynamic of Hopkins being involved in the process of 
"gentrification" in East Baltimore. 

Ben:  And could you elaborate on how that's discussed and how you feel about the situation? 

Zizwe Allette:  How it's discussed? I guess people think differently about gentrification. Some would 
think that gentrification is economic opportunity for those who are prepared; others 
would say gentrification is a forced migration of those who don't have the wherewithal 
to, I guess, stand their ground in the communities they've lived for generations. And it's 
sad for those people who have to move out because they can longer afford to live there. 
I don't think anyone would say that out loud, but I'm sure some people feel that way; 
that if you're not ready to meet the challenges of your community in terms of your 
economic preparedness or whatever, you then ... you know, this is America, this is a 
capitalist society. Too bad. Find somewhere else to go. 

 

Ben:  And what do you feel Hopkins's role is, especially in East Baltimore? 

Zizwe Allette:  It's very, I guess it's kind of like a balancing act between working to invest in the people 
who live in the community by creating schools like Henderson Hopkins school. It's an 
elementary school in East Baltimore that Hopkins has invested heavily into where kids, I 
think, get a leg up educationally versus going to a traditional school in the community. I 
think there's a lot more money going to that school. A lot more resources are going to 
school for kids. So, Hopkins does that, but also buys property and makes that property, I 
guess, palatable to people who work at Hopkins, which tend to not be people who live 
in the community. Or housing; you know buying houses is not an easy task for someone 
who doesn't have the background, I guess. The resources to invest or make a down 
payment on a house is no small task. A lot of people don't think that way. They've 
rented for generations and home ownership is probably not in the radar for a lot of 
people. 

 

Ben:  If given the opportunity, how would you change specific Hopkins's policies? 

Zizwe Allette : Specifically regarding housing? 

Ben:  Specifically with regards to the issue you just discussed. 

Zizwe Allette:  The issue of housing? The issue of buying property? The issue of "gentrification?" I don't 
really have a problem with what Hopkins is doing. Like I said this is a capitalist society. 
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This is America. And if Hopkins is doing something positive for the community, then so 
be it. 

Ben:  Are there other policies you think Hopkins said change? 

Zizwe Allette:  I think Hopkins should maybe allow staff or students—I'm sorry, staff specifically—to 
enjoy some of the more expensive benefits, like Peabody for example. Peabody Institute 
is a, I guess, a world-renowned musical school for kids and adults who want to try violin 
at 35. But I think if we kind of scaled the tuition for Hopkins employees based on their 
earnings, I think that would be a better policy than making a flat deduction or 
percentage off for all staff. For example, my daughter is a  ...  she's a violinist at Peabody 
and she's been studying there or about two years; she's eight. But I'm pretty sure that 
the amount that I have to pay is the same as a Hopkins doctor would have to pay for his 
daughter and our salaries are probably pretty different. 

 

Ben:  On that same vein, are there some other instances that you feel there are disparities in 
the way Hopkins treats its employees? 

Zizwe Allette:  Not that I know of off-hand. 

 

Ben:  How do you feel Hopkins treats the issues of ...  or treats racial politics and treats 
discussions of racial dynamics [inaudible 00:08:05]? 

Zizwe Allette:  I don't know, honestly. Honestly, I don't want to speak on it without knowing ...  I'm sure 
there have been conversations that Hopkins has facilitated. I think there are a lot of 
feelings about  ...  from the community specifically, about how Hopkins treats them 
more than how Hopkins employees feel that they're treated with regards to race. 
Honestly, I don't feel that I've encountered any push back or racism at the hands of 
Hopkins in my time there. 

 

Ben:  How do you feel, if at all, that being a Hopkins employee has changed your 
understanding of the relationship between Hopkins and Baltimore? 

Zizwe Allette:  How has it changed my feelings about– 

Ben:  Or has it, yeah. 

Zizwe Allette:  Do I feel like I'm more loyal to Hopkins versus the community that Hopkins works in? I 
mean I feel equally loyal. I feel Hopkins is my employer. They provide my health 
benefits. They pay my salary, which pays my mortgage. But I also work for the people 
who live in the communities that Hopkins serves or the people there that feel they're 
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not being served by Hopkins. So, I hear both sides. I hear people complaining that 
Hopkins is buying the property and not making a way for them. 

Zizwe Allette:  I feel that ...  I feel conflicted. I mean my parents came to this country with nothing and 
made a way for themselves. So, there are certain conservative aspects to my personality 
that are there, but again, my parents are immigrants. They had the wherewithal to leave 
their country to seek "a better life." But there a lot of people who don't have that 
wherewithal who live in East Baltimore, who have never left East Baltimore, have never 
been to Washington, D. C. I speak to kids who have never left their neighborhood;  
literally haven't left to go visit anywhere in the country. They haven't gone to New York; 
they haven't gone to Washington. They haven't left their community ever and they're 20 
years old. 

Zizwe Allette:  There are a lot of people who feel trapped and the pressure that Hopkins exerts on 
them I'm sure is stressful. So, the outreach that Hopkins makes may have to be a bit 
more aggressive in terms of educating people about opportunities, educating people 
about the things that they can do to improve their lives. 

 

Ben:  And do you see this as your last job? 

Zizwe Allette:  Yes, I do, honestly. I'm not seeking other jobs. I've never thought that I'd retire from a 
job after working for most of my life. I hope to be independently ...  not necessarily 
wealthy, but just independent of a job at some point. Either through real estate or art or 
something other than working nine to five. So, my parents often ask me, "Are you ever 
going to get another job? Do you want to work somewhere else? Do you want to make 
more money at a job?" and I'm not really interested in finding another job. 

 

Ben:  But would you like to pursue other careers? 

Zizwe Allette:  Careers? I'm interested in politics, globally. I'm not sure exactly how I'd fit in that 
equation. Maybe through photography, photo-journalism. So, if I were to create a 
dream job for myself that doesn't necessarily include Hopkins, it would include traveling 
and taking photos; and interviewing people and getting stories about issues around the 
world. Specifically, issues of people living in conflict areas throughout the world. 

 

Ben:  And how's politics discussed among your coworkers? 

Zizwe Allette:  I don't remember the last conversation we've had about politics, honestly. We do have 
an older staff member who is in her 70s, who I guess has a more pessimistic world view 
and the last thing I remember her saying was that the election of Donald Trump is a 
result of Barack Obama's presidency. 
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Ben:  And– 

Zizwe Allette:  And that it was a mistake to elect Barack Obama because of the backlash that we've 
experienced with Donald Trump's presidency. 

Ben:  And how was that received? 

Zizwe Allette:  I just was like kind of ...  you know I stood there agape for a moment. You know like, 
"What are you saying, lady?" I think Barack Obama's presidency was successful and I 
think it was a great moment for this country to have an African American president, 
which I never thought I'd see. And I was happy that my daughter was born for the most 
part, raised within Barack Obama's presidency at this point in her life. My second 
daughter, rather. So, my first daughter is 19. 

Ben:  And moving forward would you consider yourself a political actor? Do you wish to get 
involved politically as you [inaudible 00:14:06]? 

Zizwe Allette:  I think, to a certain degree, I think we're all involved politically. Even our absence from 
speaking up vociferously about any issue is a political act. Our passivity is a political act, 
as well as our aggression within that realm. Regardless of what we do we are political 
activists. 

Ben:  That's all my questions. 

Zizwe Allette:  That's all your questions. 

Ben:  Thank you for that. 

Zizwe Allette: Thanks, Ben. 

Ben:  You're welcome. 
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