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work or volunteer for Rocking the Boat. 

Another recipient: Dorsey herself. In

1992, during her pediatric training at Har-

vard Medical School (HMS), Dorsey used

an Echoing Green grant to launch a mo-

bile health program to serve at-risk fami-

lies in Boston’s poorest neighborhoods.

But that’s getting ahead of the story. 

Cheryl lynn dorsey grew up in a Balti-

more suburb, the daughter of two Balti-

more public-school teachers (now re-

tired, they still live in Dorsey’s childhood

home). Not surprisingly, she recalls, “the

emphasis on education was intense and

ongoing in my family.” 

Her interest in social justice started

early. “My mother reminded me a couple

of years ago that one of my favorite re-

frains as a child was, ‘Life isn’t fair,’” she

says. Her mother essentially agreed with

that assessment, but didn’t want it to

limit her daughter’s ambitions. “Her atti-

tude was, ‘As an African-American

woman in the United States, you’d better

learn that life is not fair,’” Dorsey recalls.

“She wanted me to understand the sys-

tems as they are and move forward in

spite of them.” The underlying message

was her parents’ refrain: “Education is

the engine to catapult you wherever you

want to go.” 

Dorsey absorbed that advice. “I wasn’t

an athlete, I wasn’t a musician, I wasn’t a

creative type,” she says. Instead, she was

an outstanding student, surprising no one

but herself when she was admitted to

Harvard. “I was terrified. I came from a

good public school, but it was a public

school,” she says. “I was convinced the ad-

missions committee had made a terrible

mistake, and that they’d quickly send me

packing back to Baltimore.” 

They didn’t, of course, and Dorsey did

just fine, graduating magna cum laude

with highest honors. She had planned to

become a veterinarian, but scotched that

idea during her Harvard years, when she

realized, “I loved dogs, but I was slightly

unnerved by other animals.” She decided

instead on a career in human medicine,

specializing in pediatrics. 

While at the medical school, Dorsey

worked with Nancy E. Oriol, M.D. ’79,

then director of obstetric anesthesia at

Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in

Boston and now associate dean for stu-

dent a≠airs at HMS. Oriol became “my

mentor, my dearest friend, part of my fam-

ily,” Dorsey says; among other common in-

terests, the two shared deep concern over

a disturbing local public-health issue

making headlines at the time. 

Despite Boston’s network of world-

class medical facilities, the city had the

nation’s third highest mortality rate for

black infants. In the city’s poorest neigh-

borhoods, “black babies were dying at

three times the rate of white babies,”

Dorsey recalls; that incidence, according

to a 1990 Boston Globe investigative series,

was worse than those in many third-

world countries. “And they were dying

just blocks away from the best medical

institutions in the world,” Dorsey says.

The saddest news: many of the deaths re-

sulted not from medical, but from socioe-

conomic, problems: teenage pregnancies,

women fearful of seeking treatment be-

cause of illegal-alien status or inability to

speak English, a shortage of inner-city

prenatal and pediatric services. 

Dorsey and Oriol developed an idea for a

mobile health unit that would overcome

such barriers and o≠er care in the city’s

Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan sec-

tions. By then, Dorsey was also studying

public policy at the Kennedy School,

where she heard about a New York-based

organization that provided seed money for

community-service projects such as the

one she and Oriol hoped to establish.

Named an Echoing Green fellow in 1992,

Dorsey used her grant to launch the Family

Van, a mobile health clinic whose sta≠ pro-

vides exams, shots, and other services to

at-risk residents. Twelve years later, the

Van still serves 7,000 residents a year. 

When the fellowship ended, Dorsey

spent three years as a resident physician in

the emergency room at a busy children’s

hospital in Washington, D.C. The experi-

ence, which primarily involved rushing to

treat one young patient after another, left

her disenchanted with active medical

practice. “At the end of the day, what had I

really done?” she says. “Maybe I’d helped

one kid temporarily, but I hadn’t ad-

dressed the underlying problems,” she

says. “There’s a need for [hands-on care],

but there’s also a need for people working

for systemic change.” 

Dorsey’s first step back into social ac-

tivism was a big one: She became a White

House Fellow, advising the Clinton admin-

istration on healthcare issues. She later

served as special assistant to the director

of the Women’s Bureau in the U.S. Labor

Department, helping to develop family-

friendly workplace policies, then briefly
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