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It Is early mornIng In seattle and several hundred teachers 

from across the United States are gathered in a hotel ballroom for the 

Elevating and Celebrating Effective Teaching and Teachers confer-

ence (ECET2). That’s an acronymic mouthful, but this morning’s 

surprise guest is Melinda Gates, and as she arrives on stage the teach-

ers rise together and cheer like sports fans. From the back of the 

room I can see hundreds of tiny images of Melinda illuminated in the 

cellphone and tablet screens that rush photos off to social media 

channels everywhere. We’re caught up in a star sighting: She’s here, 

and she’s real.

The ensuing conversation on stage is personal between Melinda 

and Vicki Phillips, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation director of 

college-ready education. Wearing a Caribbean-blue dress and wedge 

sandals, hair draped over her shoulders in her signature style, 

Melinda keeps her hands in constant motion, like a conductor— 

guiding and expressing, not fidgeting. Her ease, informality and 

candor make us all feel like we’re just old friends catching up.

Phillips leads discussion of the foundation’s work in education, 

but Melinda also shares stories about her family and her own educa-

tion. She loved her computer science program in school, she tells us,  
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melinda Gates listens to a  
presentation at the marie Stopes 

International clinic in dakar, Senegal.
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but the art history and literature classes are the ones 

she remembers most. Books were always important 

to her and even played a charming role in her court-

ship with her husband, Bill Gates, who told her on 

an early date that The Great Gatsby was his favorite 

book and wanted to know not only if she’d read it, 

but whether she would read it again.

“Well, I’ve read it three times,” she told him, “but 

I’ll read it again if you want.”

The crowd chuckles. We feel closer to the 

famously private couple on hearing that they con-

nected over books and that each time they traveled 

together they picked a book to share. They shared 

their love of literature with their three children, and 

Melinda said it gave her opportunities to read Lois 

Lowry’s The Giver aloud with her son and to pick up 

John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars at the recom-

mendation of her daughters. 

Melinda’s openness about her family makes the 

gathering of hundreds feel intimate. And her 

encouragement of the ECET2 teachers’ ability to 

transform American education feels equally per-

sonal. The Gates Foundation likes to call community 

leaders change agents, and it labels its approach to 

change “going upstream”—that is, 

getting close to the source of a prob-

lem. Melinda commends the teachers 

in the room for playing that role in 

children’s lives. Teachers are the 

experts who should be asked 

frequently how to help students, 

she explains: “You know what 

needs to be done in the classroom.” 

The room fills again with cheering, 

and the crowd looks honored. Later, as 

Melinda waits in the restroom line with us, teachers 

share their book recommendations for her and Bill 

and the kids. She listens cheerfully to them all, 

smiles at tidbits of advice.

Because I live in Seattle, I’ve naturally followed 

the Gates Foundation over the past 15 years. Some of 

my friends got jobs there on fascinating projects 

around the world, and I watched the headquarters 

rise between the Space Needle and Highway 99. But 

it all seemed rather distant, geographically and meta-

phorically, and I didn’t start truly noticing the foun-

dation’s work until Melinda stepped up in 2012 to 

advocate for women and girls. I’d just returned 

home after a few years living and teaching in Myan-

mar, where my female students were removed from 

class for their arranged marriages, and my friend in 

her early 30s explained that since she’d had three 

children and wasn’t able to support more, a hysterec-

tomy was her only option. Melinda Gates’ new fam-

ily planning mission resonated with me, as for 

millions of women. 

Melinda’s urge to serve her community started 

near the upstream headwaters of her own life. As a 

young student at a Catholic girls school in Texas, 

Dallas’ Ursuline Academy, the school motto, Serviam 

(I will serve), was taken seriously. Melinda volun-

teered at the local hospital, at local public schools 

and at the Dallas county courthouse. The experience 

convinced her that one person can change the 

world—or a part of it anyway. Her math teacher, 

Mrs. Bauer, who was raising her three sons alone 

and taking night classes to get her Ph.D. in com-

puter science, particularly motivated Melinda.

Mrs. Bauer brought computers into the school 

and into Melinda’s life and encouraged the girls to 

Making a  
Difference

each of us can contribute 
in all kinds of ways. 

melinda Gates suggests 
getting involved in your 
own community. Food 

banks and shelters always 
need volunteers to make 
sandwiches or transport 

food. you can donate 
things you think would be 
useful to a family in transi-
tion or maybe give a few 

hours of your day to a 
local organization. “Just 

get out in the community 
and see all these amazing 
organizations that do their 

work, and you’ll realize: 
oK, if I go in and give 

three hours of my time, 
that makes a difference,” 
melinda urges. “And you 
start to meet people who 
are in the community who 

aren’t in circumstances 
that you’re in, and you get 

drawn in by them and 
their stories.” 

“if [you] go in and 
give three hours … 
that makes a 
difference.”

Teachers attending a July 2015 conference in Seattle offer melinda Gates 
their feedback on improving the American education system.
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not only learn from her as a teacher, but to surpass 

her. Melinda was inspired to pursue a bachelor’s 

degree in computer science, followed by an MBA, 

both at Duke; and, ultimately, to start her career at 

the then-fledgling Microsoft company. Clearly, nei-

ther Mrs. Bauer nor Melinda could know that the 

company would become a global corporate titan; that 

she’d meet and marry its cofounder, one of the 

world’s wealthiest individuals; that together they 

would create a $44 billion philanthropy, the world’s 

wealthiest private foundation.

Melinda’s devotion to serving has channeled the 

significant fortune she and her husband Bill share 

toward helping some of the most disadvantaged 

people in the world. The couple started the Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation in 2000 to advance their 

belief that “all lives have equal value. And we’re very 

serious about that,” she adds. “All lives, anywhere on 

the planet.” At the beginning, Melinda felt most 

comfortable behind the scenes, especially wanting to 

maintain some privacy for her children. She and Bill 

traveled frequently for the foundation, but she didn’t 

want that to interfere with their relationships with 

their children. Observ-

ing intentional practices 

such as family dinner-

time proved crucial: 

Melinda and Bill kept 

track of their schedules 

to ensure one parent was always home to share the 

evening meal with the children. They banned read-

ing and electronic devices from the table, and 

focused on inclusive conversation.

 Task equality was also important, Melinda 

explains, so cleanup was a group job: “Nobody leaves 

the kitchen until Mom leaves the kitchen.” 

It was almost a decade before she herself left the 

foundation’s kitchen, metaphorically. By 2012, when 

Melinda delivered her now-famous keynote address 

to the London Family Planning Summit and set an 

outspoken course for the foundation to help answer 

the needs of women and girls around the world, she 

was prepared to take a more public role. She’d spent 

years making room for her family to keep its ano-

nymity but, she recalls, she was also asking herself: 

“Am I role modeling for my daughters? If I’m telling 

my daughter to use her voice in the world, to stand 

up and be a strong woman, am I doing that myself?”

Today, Melinda Gates is a role model to more 

than just her own daughters; she’s an inspiration to 

women and girls across the world—and, let’s 

assume, to millions of men as well. For the past 

Recovery Cafe 
A retreat offering recovery 
support for low-income 
and homeless Washington 
state adults in need of 
substance abuse treat-
ment. recoverycafe.org

eastside baby Corner 
over 100 people, ages 7 
and up, volunteer with 
weekly community drives 
for baby goods to support 
families who are rebuild-
ing their lives in King 
county, Washington. 
babycorner.org 

Hopelink 
ongoing volunteer oppor-
tunities are available to 
assist with food banks, 
donation pickups and 
deliveries, moving assis-
tance, adult education 
and child care for low-
income and homeless 
families, seniors and 
people with disabilities in 
King county. hope-link.org

nothing but nets 
A global campaign to try 
to eradicate malaria. 
contributions as small as 

$10 help provide long-
lasting, treated bed nets 
to communities in need 
around the world. nothing-
butnets.net

donorsChoose.org 
A way to help alleviate the 
prevailing educational 
disparity in the United 
States. Give as little as $1 
and you can then choose 
where the funding goes, 
whether it is toward 
needed books, technology, 
supplies or field trips. 
donorschoose.org

boys & girls Clubs 
donate or volunteer time 
and support young men 
and women who need 
safe places to learn and 
grow. bgca.org

global Citizen 
The Global citizen com-
munity is a virtual plat-
form supported by the bill 
& melinda Gates Founda-
tion. here you can learn 
about the world’s most 
significant challenges, get 
involved and spread the 
word. globalcitizen.org

meeting with 
mothers in a 
village in India.

“nobody 
leaves the 
kitchen 
until Mom 
leaves the 
kitchen.”

Some groups  
Melinda Gates  
recommends
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three years she has been dubbed third 

among the 100 Most Powerful Women, 

named annually by Forbes. Her 2015 place-

ment rests just behind German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel and Hillary Clinton. 

Looking directly to teachers for solu-

tions is a way of going upstream and work-

ing at a point closest to an issue. Melinda 

seeks this upstream approach across the 27 

diverse program strategies at the Gates 

Foundation, which range from eradicating 

dread diseases through universal vaccina-

tion, to empowering women and girls by 

Inspiration
is our first order of business.

 18525 36th Avenue South, Seattle, WA 98188-4967 | CedarbrookLodge.com | 206.214.4145 | info@CedarbrookLodge.com 

• Dedicated, professional, onsite Conference Planning staff

• Extensive audio/visual equipment including video 
conference capabilities and complete technical support

• The Spa at Cedarbrook offers an extensive 
array of skin care treatments amidst 
a delightfully unexpected tranquil setting

• Five minutes from SeaTac airport!

broadening access to contraceptives. 

Like the offices on every floor at down-

town Seattle’s Gates Foundation headquar-

ters, Melinda’s is bright with light from the 

many windows. Foundation team mem-

bers, who frequently travel across the globe, 

benefit from natural light to help alleviate 

jet lag. Melinda’s windows look out over the 

fishing net sculpture, Impatient Optimist, 

created for the campus by Janet Echelman. 

The nets, suspended from the tops of the 

surrounding buildings, billow and breathe 

like airy jellyfish. Patterns of daylight, 

recorded from the many worldwide loca-

tions where the foundation works, are 

projected on the sculpture to unite the 

locations together in a centralized form.

Melinda and Bill Gates have frequently 

called themselves impatient optimists. 

When I sit down with her in her office, I 

ask Melinda how she maintains optimism 

when faced with some of the world’s tough-

est problems. Finding meditative moments 

to be still, she explains. Even despite her 

busy schedule: Amid foundation strategy 

reviews, meetings with program presi-

dents, learning sessions with experts, and a 

dozen annual trips to meet grantees, ben-

eficiaries and leaders around the world, she 

makes time to reflect on the results of the 

work. She savors the positive changes she 

can see, like Nigeria marking its momen-

tous first polio-free year this past summer. 

She also focuses on the change that 

remains possible, such as the proven ben-

efits for communities when women are 

given greater value. “If a girl is educated,” 

Melinda explains, “she’s twice as likely to 

educate her daughter. The way she inter-

acts with the health system changes signifi-

cantly if she’s educated. And when a 

woman gets an extra dollar in her hands, 

90 percent goes to her family. That sort of 

information helps me stay optimistic.” 

“You have 
to take 
bold steps.”

GIVING SPIrIT
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Melinda brings to the Gates Founda-

tion a highly tuned radar for data and 

efficiency—in person, when numbers 

come up she gets a gleam in her eyes and 

it’s easy to remember she’s a computer 

scientist. She believes it is important to 

help, but essential to know that the help 

is actually effective. When they were first 

envisioning the foundation, Melinda and 

Bill approached the endeavor with careful 

thought. “We totally believe in innovation 

and so when we looked around, we asked 

what organizations are really moving 

things in a huge way for the poor 

through innovation? We found some 

smaller organizations, but we didn’t see 

anybody doing it to the scale we thought 

we wanted to do. That meant we needed 

a very hands-on approach, so we could 

live out our belief in our mission state-

ment.” Each year the couple participates 

in rigorous foundation-wide strategy 

reviews to focus and implement more 

efficient approaches. Good philanthropy, 

Melinda believes, involves collecting and 

comparing both personal experience and 

empirical data. “It’s on the ground that I 

go and meet people and make the con-

nections. You see the needs and you see 

where the gaps are, but then you see 

what’s possible.”

The upstream approach was an 

important lesson taken from the failure 

of their early Sound Families Initiative, 

which didn’t solve the problem it was 

intended to. The houses that were built 

didn’t stop families from becoming 

homeless, so the foundation learned to 

look upstream and develop assistance for 

families on the verge of homelessness, 

rather than treating the symptoms too 

late. Another valuable lesson she said 

they learned involves delivery. The focus 

on innovation created great resources, 

but without the efforts upstream within 

communities, the resources couldn’t 

help. “You can have the best vaccine or 

polio drops,” she explains, “but if the 

mother won’t accept the polio drops in 

her child’s mouth or the father won’t 
Each Office Is Independently Owned and Operated. Seller reserves the right to change the product offering without notice.

CLE ELUM, WA
Call it a private compound. An elegant riverfront property. 
Moments from a life on the green. Call it home. The perfect 
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along the dam-controlled Cle Elum River. Amongst towering 
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SNOHOMISH, WA
Ruhe Estates - 2 Luxurious Custom Residences both over 
6,800 sq ft and a 1924 Farm House located in Snohomish on 
38 Riverfront Acres. Possibilities here are endless.
MLS #795532 
Offered at: $7,788,000
Bob Wold  |  206.550.0790  |  bob@bobwold.com
Jim Wold  |  425.530.2700  |  jim@jimwold.com
WoldTeam.com  |  RuheEstate.com
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Experience this architectural achievement, which is sus-
pended above a mountaintop affording the home remark-
able ocean views and privileged views of the mighty Olympic 
Mountains. The active waterway of marine and wildlife can 
easily be appreciated from a multitude of decks, patios and 
expansive picture windows throughout the home. 
Offered at: $2,200,000 CAD
695 Cains Way  |  4 Beds  |  7 Baths
Becky Gray  |  206.605.1927  |  becky.gray@rsir.com

PESHASTIN, WA
Luxury off-grid mountain lodge - A home away from home 
to experience the seasons with endless adventures at your 
doorstep. Situated on 5 acres, this 4,000 sq. ft. exceptional 
home offers custom finishes that complement stunning 
mountain and territorial vistas.
Offered at: $890,000
5 Beds  |  2.5 Baths 
Dean Clausen  |  425.260.4618
dean.clausen@rsir.com

SEATTLE, WA
Seattle’s most extraordinary residential community is 
making history (again). Originally established in 1900, the 
homes at Fort Lawton have been thoughtfully restored in 
2015 for modern living in a boutique community set amidst 
the 534-acres and natural majesty of Discovery Park.  Just 15 
minutes to Downtown.
From Mid - $900,000s  I  3 Bed + Bonus  I  2.5 Bath  I  1,994 SF
Stephanie McMahon  |  206.489.3559
stephanie.mcmahon@rsir.com  |  OwnFortLawton.com

BAINBRIDGE ISLAND, WA
In a setting straight off the eastern seaboard, where salt-air 
breezes and coveted southwest exposure set the stage every-
day, enjoy the laid back charm of South Beach. Spectacular 
home and guest house on 191’ of low bank waterfront with 
captivating views, plus expansive decks, patios and gardens. 
Impeccable interiors feature Wolf, Miele, Subzero, Rocky 
Mountain Hardware and Urban Archaeology.
Offered at: $2,995,000  |  MLS #859284
Dennis Paige  |  206.920.3824  |  dennis.paige@rsir.com
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Like you, we’re here for the long run. We’re here to 

help you and your business get to the next level. With 
Northrim’s expert, local advice we can map out a plan 

so even now, you can Achieve More. 

Call us and let’s get started. 
907-455-1111  |  1-800-478-2265

Dr. Krislyn DeLeon
Mt. McKinley Animal Hospital

Fairbanks, Alaska
Customer since 2010

91
Number of Northrim 

Business Bankers

Number of small 
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Northrim opened

›8,500907
this is the most 

important
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accept the vaccine, that great piece of 

medical science isn’t going to help a 

child.” Focusing on delivery, getting 

personal and working closely with com-

munities at the source of an issue have 

become keys to the foundation’s work. 

As the foundation began looking 

upstream, Melinda noticed a significant 

factor that was personally meaningful to 

her. The root of many problems was the 

fact that women and girls were missing 

from the conversation. The research was 

clear: When women are educated and 

make family decisions, the entire com-

munity prospers. Melinda saw it face-to-

face on her travels, and saw it reflected in 

the data. What she didn’t see was global 

advocacy for key issues that women ask 

for, such as family planning. Eventually, 

despite her inclination to stay behind the 

scenes, she decided the improved health 

and agency of women deserves a voice on 

the global stage. The stories and data 

matched, which was the conjunction the 

Gates Foundation had learned makes 

change most valuable and most possible. 

“We raised $2.3 billion for contraceptives 

to give 120 million women voluntary 

access by 2020,” Melinda explains. “We 

put it back on the global health agenda; 

we’re making our way toward our goal, 

measuring very closely.”

The foundation built its own data 

using networks of women in communi-

ties interviewing other women about 

their needs.  

“In fact 220 million women are say-

ing they want to have access to contracep-

tives,” Melinda points out. “We weren’t 

doing anything because of controversy  

in our own country. And there was 

extremely little research being done in 

the area of family planning on behalf of 

women. I was thinking, this is so impor-

tant for women: It saves their lives, it 

saves babies’ lives. And I couldn’t find an 

advocate. So—you have to take bold 

steps. If you really want something to 

change in the world, you have to be 

willing to show leadership, even when it’s 



52  AlAskA beyond MAgAzine  december 2015
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bold, even when it’s uncomfortable, but it’s 

the right thing to do.”

As a global role model, Melinda has a 

voice that’s valuable, but she’s not one to sit 

back and use speaking points; her goal is 

action, “getting women and girls the tools or 

the education or the peace they need to lift 

themselves up.” She emphasizes, “It’s not 

about the West coming in and doing, it’s 

about [the women]—the access they need, 

or the tools or education.” It is also about 

investment, which is where Melinda has 

used her voice most. The foundation is 

contributing significantly to develop new 

health, education and business tools for 

women, but Melinda knows funding for 

something as transformative as lifting the 

social presence of women around the world 

requires more than just the Gates Foun-

dation. It needs the global community to 

make direct investments that declare the 

value of women and girls.

In her own youth Melinda had strong 

models who helped show her she had 

value; those foundational experiences led 

her to where she is today. 

“So how do we make sure we 

empower women and girls today? I’m 

particularly interested in how do we get 

more girls to go into STEM fields? I 

graduated at a time when we thought 

computer science for women was on the 

rise; but it turns out when I was in col-

lege it was at its peak and now we’re 

down to 18 percent female computer 

science graduates. That makes absolutely 

no sense. … But I’m still optimistic.”

It does not require a fortune to 

change the world; we all can help (see 

page 47). And there is no small part to 

play. The 2014 World Giving Index 

ranked the United States and Myanmar 

as tied at No. 1 for philanthropy. Yes, one 

of the world’s least developed countries, 

the nation where my girl students were 

taken from class for arranged marriages; 

and one of the world’s wealthiest coun-

tries, home of the world’s biggest private 

foundation, created by the marriage of 

two computer virtuosos. 

 Melinda feels the foundation, like a 

healthy ecosystem, needs a complex 

network of partners to thrive. Whenever 

she speaks to groups, whether homeless-

ness service providers or policy leaders, 

she emphasizes that the work wouldn’t 

succeed without its many partners. With 

that network, I ask, can the Gates Foun-

dation change the world? She smiles and 

says yes, she thinks it can. 

Melinda Gates may be just one per-

son—an exceptional one, true—but she’d 

like to belong to a very large club of 

change agents.

“Let’s not be afraid to fail. In fact, let’s 

be afraid to not try.” 

Kristianne Huntsberger is based in Seattle.
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