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Julie Wilson:

Welcome to Let's Talk About. In this short installment of the series, we're interviewing the four 
recipients of a Fisher Award, a prize presented by the Pace Center to a Princeton senior who 
demonstrates an entrepreneurial spirit, zest for life, love of people, and loyalty to Princeton through 
their work in the realm of civic engagement. In this episode, we're speaking with Tobi Ayeni. Tobi is a 
member of the class of 2021 who has been working over the past four years to create and implement 
interventions that mitigate the racial academic and social achievement gap at Regis High School, as well 
as promote diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. In addition, he served as a community action 
leader, a Mercer County big brother, and a leader of the Woke Wednesdays series. Hey Tobi, how are 
you?

Tobi Ayeni:

I'm well, how are you?

Julie Wilson:

I'm good. And thanks so much for being here. I'm so excited to have you on the show, especially because 
you helped me out with it before and everything. So yeah, obviously you've been super successful with 
your service opportunities here at Princeton and also beyond Princeton, with your high school and 
everything like that, and I was just wondering if you could tell us a story about how you approach service 
and addressing these needs that you see in the world.

Tobi Ayeni:

Yeah, so I went to a high school called Regis High School, it's a Jesuit all boys school, and something that 
was preached and espoused at the school was how do we live lives as men for others? How do we live 
lives that ensure that we're always giving to the communities around us? And certainly, I bought into 
that message early on. I went on the service trips, I went on the retreats, things like that. But my 
experience as a Black student in a majority white space forced me to also think about what was 
happening for other students like me. And obviously I was seeing problems in the building day-to-day 
that I felt like I couldn't ignore or let go untalked about, basically. And so I think that combination of the 
space of being preached to about living a life that's in giving to others as well as then experiencing and 
seeing people like me experience negative things in that space brought out this attitude of okay, what 
can I do to now fix this in that space?

Tobi Ayeni:

And so starting out at Regis High School as a freshmen and as a sophomore, I started the first student 
diversity committee, which was a platform aimed at essentially allowing students of color, minority 
students to talk about their experience as minorities in that majority white space. And so we had this 
thing once every month called Cafe Conversations, Cafe Meeting Cultural Awareness for Everyone, and 
it was essentially a pizza party where we'd invite the whole school in two lunch periods, as well as 
faculty staff, to come and hear us talk about certain issues. So microaggressions, code switching, using 
the N word, we basically designed a bunch of different conversations over our four years that not only 
enabled us to talk about what we were going through as Black and brown students in that space, but 
allowed our white peers and our teachers to also engage with us on those things, so to better 
understand us.

Tobi Ayeni:
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In my final trimester at the school. I had the opportunity to do a research project around a social issue 
along one of the axes of Catholic social teaching. So research papers in the past had been on poverty, or 
immigration, or even racism. And I thought well, that's all well and good, but I see a problem having to 
do with race and class happening in my own school on the day to day, so I'll write a research paper 
about that instead. When I got to Princeton, through the Bogle Fellowship, I got the chance to revisit 
that work in a much deeper way, not only with funding from the Bogle Fellowship, but with faculty 
support, and it became a full-on sociology project where we got to look at how race and class impacted 
academic performance as well as social experience in the school, and started on a path of designing 
intervention systems to address the mechanisms behind those achievement gaps.

Tobi Ayeni:

Year over year, I've had the opportunity to then present to a level higher at the school, so first the 
admin, then the board of trustees, then the larger alum community, and now we're in a space where the 
whole school board, everyone from the board down to the teachers, are committed to creating 
initiatives around diversity, equity, and inclusion that would radically change the school to ensure that 
the experiences for Black students like myself are much better going forward, and that Black and brown 
students are not only performing better in the classroom, but also fairing better socially. So it's really 
exciting, but it's still a long way to go and it feels like we're only scratching the surface, but certainly 
Regis, for better or for worse, has had a lot to do with where my mindset is now in terms of service.

Julie Wilson:

Yeah, that's really interesting because I had a similar experience. I went to an all girls school. It also gave 
us a lot of really good opportunities for college and stuff, and it was amazing academically. And we were 
in Boston, which is a very liberal on the surface city. We talked a lot about outwardly the issues we saw, 
but we didn't really look inward and actually think about race, class, and sexuality issues that were going 
on within the actual school. And I think it's interesting because I feel like you don't think about service in 
terms of your own communities a lot, but I just think it's interesting that you pinpointed something that 
you specifically went through as something to go back and give back to in the future as opposed to an 
outward community.

Tobi Ayeni:

Yeah. And it was definitely weird for me at the high school being that we'd go to the Bronx and do 
service. We were on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. We'd go to the Bronx and do service or places 
like that. And I would see people that I was just like wait, that definitely could just be my friend from my 
neighborhood. And so it was weird to be in this protected space on the Upper East Side and come into 
basically my community to do service there when I was like wait, we have a lot of work to do on 
ourselves in this Upper East Side building. So I definitely get what you're saying there, that a lot of times 
we don't intuitively think to solve the problems in our own backyard first before trying to go be heroes 
for someone else elsewhere.

Julie Wilson:

Yeah, absolutely. And Kelton also did something similar with the Chambersburg Holiday Book Drive and 
giving back to his own community where he saw issues. So I just think that is something that I wouldn't 
have thought of when it came to service that now coming here, I'm like well, how did I even get here in 
the first place? How did my past environment ... Where do they need work? But anyways, this leads to 
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my next question, which is given your success in this realm, what advice do you have for students who 
want to get involved?

Tobi Ayeni:

Yeah, I mean the biggest piece of advice is probably just listen. I think a lot of times you can get 
intimidated by service and say what role or impact can I have in the world? How can I make someone's 
life better? And a lot of times, there's enough going on, sometimes in your own neighborhood, maybe in 
your home, in your school, whatever the case may be, where you can really just start there. And I even 
look at something like Woke Wednesdays, when I joined it was a podcast that was focused on having 
famous people, as famous as Al Sharpton, come and talk about social issues. And when I joined, I was 
like wait, there's a whole ton of stuff happening at Princeton that we're not talking about at all, from 
stress to eating clubs, to the experience of black students or Muslim students.

Tobi Ayeni:

Part of the reason that Woke Wednesdays blew up initially was that people were really excited to finally 
have a place to talk in a really cool way about what was happening where they were going to school 
every day. So definitely, my biggest piece of advice is just look where you are and listen to what's 
happening. Listen to yourself. You might be going through things as someone who is a minority, or 
someone who's a person of color, someone who's just marginalized in whatever setting they are, and 
certainly your own experience can inform where you want to input yourself and have impact for 
yourself and for your community. So I'd say definitely listen.

Julie Wilson:

Yeah, absolutely. Because I feel like Princeton talks a lot about the resources it has to be engaged in 
service, and how many resources it has, but then maybe thinking about what resources aren't available 
to students or what do students not have? What is it that's lacking in our own community? I think that's 
absolutely a really good place to start, and it's not something you would initially think about when it 
comes to service. So that's really good advice.

Tobi Ayeni:

Yeah. Some of the people I'm most impressed by in terms of their service work are people who are 
actually like ... If you think about things like SPEAR and Ban the Box, the people who lead that, I'm 
always just so impressed by because I think it takes a lot of courage to be in a space where you're not 
leaving Princeton's campus to go necessarily do something else, you're challenging the status quo in the 
space where you see your teachers every day, your fellow classmates every day, and you're boldly 
standing up to something there. And it's not something that I think I could do particularly well, but I'm 
always just inspired by them to say they saw something wrong with where we are right now, despite the 
fact that Princeton is so great, they saw this is wrong. We need to fix it. And so we're going to commit 
everything to fixing it. And I think certainly it might not be the best way or the only way to do service, 
but I think it's a really effective way to think about how to serve.

Julie Wilson:

Absolutely, yeah. And even if you are engaging in an outward thing or working with a different 
community, you can still tie it back to what's lacking here, the issues that then face your own community 
as well. So there's a way to do that no matter what you do, I think.
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Tobi Ayeni:

Right. Yeah, exactly.

Julie Wilson:

Yeah. Well, thank you so much for coming. And this was really great, and I loved hearing from you, and 
it's always good to talk to you. So thank you so much.

Tobi Ayeni:

Yeah, thank you. This was awesome.
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