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Michelle Brown, Ed.M., founder of 
CommonLit, was recently featured 
in The Chronicle of Philanthrophy 
about the rapid growth of Com-
monLit, an education technology 
organization that she developed 
while a student at the Ed School. 
Brown was nominated for Ernst & 
Young entrepreneur of the year and 
was named one of 14 winners at a 
ceremony in June.

2015

Rachel Roberts, Ed.M., has been 
appointed to the faculty of the 
Eastman School of Music at the 
University of Rochester as the  
inaugural director of its new  
Master of Arts in Music Leadership 
Program and as an associate  
professor. Roberts, who has been 
the founding director of the  
Entrepreneurial Musicianship 
Department at the New England 
Conservatory of Music since 2009, 
holds a bachelor’s degree from 

In April, author Jean Marzollo, 
M.A.T.’65, died. Marzollo  
was the author of 150 books,  
including her most famous, the 
I SPY series, where readers  
try to find objects within  
photographs taken by Walter 
Wick. In honor of Marzollo,  
we decided to rerun a Q&A we 
did with her that ran in our 
summer 2010 issue.

ONE ON ONE WITH 
JEAN MARZOLLO
BY MARIN JORGENSEN

JEAN MARZOLLO, M.A.T.’65, considers her-
self lucky that she graduated from the 
Ed School at the time that she did. “It 
was the late ’60s, a boom time for early 
childhood education,” she says, citing 
the creation of both Head Start (1965) 
and Sesame Street (1969) as examples. 
During this time of national interest and 
investment in education, Marzollo — 
after stints teaching English at Arling-
ton (Massachusetts) High School and 
working with Harvard’s Upward Bound 
Program (for disadvantaged teens who 
were in danger of dropping out) — was 
inspired to change gears. When former 
Ed School dean Francis Keppel started 
a company to develop educational 
materials, Marzollo packed her bags 
for New York City and began work at 
Keppel’s General Learning Corporation 
(GLC), concentrating on new research 
in early childhood education. “It didn’t 
seem to matter to GLC, or to me for 
that matter, that I wasn’t trained for the 
field. There was important work to do!” 
she remembers.

It was work she took to quickly. 
In fact, in time, Marzollo realized 
that, rather than shepherd through 
materials of outside developers, she 
wanted to create them herself. And so 
she did. First as writer and editor of 
several parents’ guides and children’s 
periodicals, and then as a writer and il-
lustrator of children’s books, including 
the successful I SPY series.
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Education 
needs 
more people 
like you.

Help us find 
others who share 
your passion 
for education.

Eastman. The college was started 
in 1921 by George Eastman,  
founder of the Eastman Kodak 
Company.

2016

Tracy Elizabeth, Ed.M.’10, Ed.D., 
took on a new position at Netflix: 
content policy manager for global 
ratings. Prior, Elizabeth served in 
several other positions at Netflix: 
lead kids’ content tagger; analyst 
for kids’ content; and product 
metadata manager of kids, teens, 
and family content. Elizabeth’s 
work was featured in the winter 
2017 issue of Ed. magazine.

Tremain Holloway, Ed.M., was 
named coprincipal of Highline High 
School in Burien, Washington. 
Holloway was serving as assistant 
principal at Raisbeck Aviation High 
School, also in Washington. He has 
also taught math and interned in 
Boston Public Schools.

Julissa Muñiz, Ed.M., was 
named a 2018 Paul and Daisy 
Soros fellow. The merit-based 
fellowship program was started 
in 1997 for immigrants and chil-
dren of immigrants who are pur-
suing graduate studies. Muñiz, 
the daughter of immigrants from 
Mexico, is working toward her 
Ph.D. at Northwestern University 
in Chicago. 

2018

Shadae Thomas Harris, 
Ed.M.’06, Ed.L.D., was named 
chief engagement office for 
Richmond, Virginia, public 
schools. Prior, she served as a 
teacher in Boston and principal 
in Springfield, Massachusetts. 
Thomas Harris also worked 
with the Virginia Department of 
Juvenile Justice and the Virginia 
governor’s Children’s Cabinet 
to help eliminate the school-to-
prison pipeline. 
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YOUR EARLY BOOKS WERE PARENTS’ GUIDES. 
HOW DID YOU GET INTO PICTURE BOOKS FOR 
CHILDREN?
My first book, Learning Through Play in 1972, 
was for parents and teachers. My second book, 
Close Your Eyes, came six years later and was 
for children. In between, Scholastic had hired me 
to be the editor of Let’s Find Out, a kindergarten 
magazine. I worked with a super art director, 
Carol Devine Carson, and with fantastic illustra-
tors, one of which was Susan Jeffers. One day I 
showed Susan a poem that I had written when 
my first child was born. She liked it, and her pub-
lisher bought it. That was Close Your Eyes.

DID IT SURPRISE YOU HOW MANY STORIES 
YOU HAD IN YOU... 130 AND COUNTING?
No. My work is like the work I happily gave 
myself in third grade when I was obsessed with 
making doll clothes. I never ran out of ideas 
then, and I don’t now. I love to make things! I 
love to visit schools and talk with kids in grades 
preK–3. Kids are interesting, creative, smart, 
funny, and eager to learn. I worry that, because 
of all the testing today in schools, kids will value 
facts over ideas and creative thinking. I’m glad 
that when I was young, no one ever made me 
fear my ideas. My father always said, “It’s fine to 
be different.”

WHAT ARE YOUR SCHOOL VISITS LIKE?
I was very nervous the first time I spoke in front of an auditorium packed 
with kids. I was more or less a natural teacher, but I’m not a natural speaker. 
In time I learned to speak in front of a big audience. I have a slide show to 
keep me on track. In classrooms I like to watch kids use my interactive on-
line books. They can be projected onto a SMART Board, and kids can come 
up to “turn pages” and play the educational games at the end.

HOW DID I SPY — YOUR SERIES OF BOOKS OF PICTURE RIDDLES — 
COME ABOUT?
When I was editor of Let’s Find Out, I went into the office one day and found 
in my mailbox a promotional picture by a photographer named Walter Wick. 
I did not know him, but I loved his photograph of small hardware store-type 
objects. It was perfect for kindergarten because it was beautiful, clear, and 
interesting. Carol and I asked Walter to make a big poster called “Fasten-
ers” of zippers, buttons, shoelaces, nails, and so on. Walter did a fabulous 
job, and we hired him again to make a “Welcome to School” poster of kin-
dergarten blocks and toys. Even though he had never done work for young 
children before, his photography was perfect for them. Eventually, Cart-
wheel Books at Scholastic asked if Carol, Walter, and I would like to create a 
book. We all said yes.

ARE YOU SURPRISED BY ITS CONTINUED POPULARITY?
Even before it was a printed book, the first proofs caused a buzz at Scho-
lastic. In the office, people were looking at it and playing the game. So 
Scholastic knew it was going to be a hit with kids and their parents, too. The 

official publication date was [set for] April 1992, 
but Scholastic rushed I SPY into the stores for 
the 1991 Christmas season. In 2011, it will be 
20 years old! I am grateful for its success and all 
the people at Scholastic who continue to make 
it happen.

WHY WRITE IN WHAT YOU CALL “RHYTHM AND 
RHYME”?
My mother, father, and grandmother recited 
poems by heart. All the poems I heard and loved 
had rhythm and rhyme. To me, it’s like music 
without a tune, and it comes naturally to me, 
just the way rap does to many children today. 
Do you know that you can rap every I SPY book? 
Fifth-graders in Miami told me that. It works!

WHO IS I SPY’S TARGET READER?
The child of any age who likes to go on a hunt! 
As I SPY continues, we need to be mindful of its 
kindergarten roots. I SPY books do not depend 
on kids understanding abstractions, such as 
the word “Canada.” If I call for “CANADA,” I call 
for a word spelled in uppercase letters that 
match. Nor does I SPY depend on kids having a 
knowledge base. Instead of calling for “the 16th 
president of the United States,” I call for a penny 
or a coin or a face. To play, all kids of any age 

need are a reasonable vocabulary of familiar objects and visual discrimina-
tion skills. For this reason, the I SPY target reader includes the child learn-
ing English as a second language and the child with special needs.

YOU’VE RECENTLY STARTED ILLUSTRATING SOME OF YOUR BOOKS. 
WHY?
I started painting in 2000 during a stressful time. I found that painting took 
my brain to a peaceful place where it couldn’t be bothered with worrying. I 
was too busy thinking about the next color and shape. Watercolor inspires 
me to be free and open to whatever happens on the paper. Also, I can listen 
to music while painting! Can’t do that when writing. At first, I was just going 
to paint for fun, but then I tried illustrating. And guess what? It was as much 
fun as making doll clothes.

THE BOOKS THAT YOU ILLUSTRATE HAVE A SOFT, CLASSIC FEEL TO 
THEM, IN CONTRAST TO THE MODERN SLEEKNESS OF THE I SPY BOOKS. 
WAS THIS CONSCIOUS?
Thank you. The paint on good watercolor paper comes out soft for me. It 
just seems to happen that way, and I like it. I learned Photoshop and was 
able to put my painted pieces together like — you guessed it — sewing. 
I did sew most of my clothes when I was in high school and college. Now 
when I am illustrating my books and listening to music, I feel like a teenager 
again.

AND NOW A QUESTION FROM A FAN, MY THREE-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER. 
SHE ASKS: WILL YOU COME TO OUR HOUSE?
Sure! I have a sister who lives in Somerville, and next time I visit her, I’ll 
come to your house. Better yet, I’ll come to her school.

Fall 2018
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