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W
elcome to this, our newest edition of At Hunter, in which we chronicle—and 

celebrate—the achievements of our students, present and past, and our brilliant, 

groundbreaking faculty. 

It goes without saying (but won’t!) that I have a special place in my heart for our alumni.  

Every time one of them hits a high note in his or her chosen field, I think, “Well done, Hunter 

graduate! I am so proud!”

I had just such a special moment at our Convocation on September 7, as Dascha Polanco ’08, 

who took her Hunter psychology degree to Hollywood and a regular role in Orange Is the 

New Black (she plays Dayanara Diaz), took the stage  

to inspire the incoming students with her story. 

What really moved me was that Dascha, reading 

from her own handwritten notes, chose not to speak 

about her acting career and the glamorous life every-

one in the audience assumed she’s living. Instead, she 

spoke simply and movingly of her years at Hunter.

In many ways, Dascha (who also recently co-starred 

with Jennifer Lawrence in Joy) epitomizes the very  

best of this generation of Hunter students —and the 

graduates they become. Most students have to juggle 

work, family, and school—and they still scale the heights. 

Born in the Dominican Republic, the daughter of a mechanic and a cosmetologist, Dascha 

grew up in the Bronx and was already a single working mother when she enrolled at Hunter.  

She persevered (see opposite page), got her degree, and then made the leap to her new,  

unimaginably wonderful career. Well done, Hunter graduate! I am so proud!

Another alumna with a flair for the dramatic gesture, Patty Baker ’82, along with her husband, 

Jay, has made it possible—thanks to a very generous donation to her alma mater—for Hunter to 

buy and renovate 151 East 67th Street (it’s just across the street, next to the 19th Precinct  

stationhouse). Renamed Baker Hall, and dedicated in January, it’s the new, first-class home of 

our Theatre Department. Again, I find myself saying: Well done, Hunter graduate! I am so proud! 

And Hunter is making another new space its own. It’s been a little over a year since our floor  

in the Belfer Research Building opened on 69th and York. It’s a rare Ivy/public partnership  

with Weill Cornell Medical Center. Hunter scientists have settled in, pursuing exciting research 

in state-of-the-art laboratories and collaborating with their peers at Cornell and at Memorial 

Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. 

And finally, on Page 15, there’s a story that’s very special to me. It’s about Elham Fanoos, a 

Hunter freshman and classical pianist who grew up in Kabul, Afghanistan, under the shadow 

of the Taliban. Thanks to the efforts of American friends, he made it out of Kabul, Hunter gave 

him a scholarship, and at Convocation, he too inspired his new fellow students when he came 

onstage to play Rachmaninoff. Elham is one of the bright stars of our Music Department, and  

I look forward to the day I can say to him: “Well done, Hunter graduate! I am so proud!”

instagram.com/hunterpresident @HunterPresident

Dascha epitomizes 
the very best of 
today’s Hunter 
student body— 
and the graduates 
they become.

T
here was no red carpet (we opted for purple), but Hunter gave Dascha 
Polanco ’08 an ecstatic reception when she took the stage at Convoca-
tion. The audience of new Hunter students was star-struck. 

 But Dascha didn’t talk about her role as Dyanara Diaz on Netflix’s Orange 
Is the New Black or what it was like working with Jennifer Lawrence and 
Bradley Cooper on Joy. In fact, the word “Hollywood” never passed her 
lips. Instead, she shared the story of her four years at Hunter, which she 

described as an exhausted 
blur of juggling school, work, 
and single motherhood. Her 
days, she said, consisted of 
“working from 11 at night to  
7 in the morning, rushing to 
an 8 a.m. class, living on cof-
fee and a croissant. Every day, 
I had to rush home, pick up 
my daughter, and go to  
work, over and over.”
     Those trying times (she 
got her acceptance letter 
from Hunter soon after her 
mother’s death), “were mo-
ments in my life here that 
may seem negative,” she said, 
“but they prepared me for 
being who I am today. When 

I walked down the aisle with my diploma, I said to myself: ‘Who is going to 
stop me from what I decide to do next?’” 
 Nobody, it turns out. While majoring in psychology, Dascha also took 
theatre courses—and that turned out to be the path she would follow, all the 
way to Hollywood. After four years at Hunter, she’s part of another multicul-
tural cast of characters. “I’m very proud,” she tells At Hunter, “to be part of 
such a diverse cast on Orange that has changed the way people stay in tune 
with programming.” 
 Re-entering Hunter’s auditorium for Convocation, she says, brought  
back some raw memories. “I would go there and cry,” she recalls. “I  
remember how during that time in my life I was so depressed due to  
my mom’s recent passing.”
 And if Dascha’s story now sets her apart from her peers, her advice to the 
new students is something they can connect to their lives—and their hopes 
for their own futures. “Possibilities are endless,” she told them. “Let you be 
the one to make the right decision for you. Only you understand you.”

'ONLY YOU UNDERSTAND YOU!' 
Dascha Polanco stars in  
Convocation:  
The Next Generation


