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Washington, D.C.

Institute for Education Courts
Big Players to Revive Civility
by Patrick Corcoran
or the past 20 years, the Institute for
Education has sought to serve as a
bastion of calm and civility amid a
political culture rife with polarization
and partisanship.

F

This is, of course, not an easy task, and in today’s
heated political climate, it’s somewhat of a novelty. But
the D.C.-based nonprofit organization, which was
founded by and is the brainchild of CEO and “coach”
Kathy Kemper, has had success in bringing together
and fostering a dialogue among diverse representatives from business, politics, diplomacy and media
over the past two decades.
Those 20 years in pursuit of civility was the occasion of a Dec. 7 banquet at the stately residence of
Belgian Ambassador Jan Matthysen to honor the
Institute for Education (IFE) and its mission of “making
world affairs our business.”The event, dubbed “Looking
Forward, Looking Back,” was attended by a collection
of politicians, diplomats and corporate leaders
emblematic of the heavyweights who have supported
IFE’s signature public policy roundtables over the
years.
These IFE-INFO roundtables have become a staple
on the Washington circuit, bringing together an eclectic range of luminaries such as Supreme Court Justice
Samuel Alito, former White House Chief of Staff Joshua
Bolten, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton while she was
a New York senator, former CIA Director Michael
Hayden, Undersecretary of State for Economic, Energy
and Agricultural Affairs Robert Hormats, D.C. Police
Chief Cathy Lanier, and ambassadors from Egypt,
Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Kazakhstan, Monaco and
Norway, among many others.
“Greetings sports fans” is how Kemper — a seasoned tennis coach — welcomes her roundtable
guests, and it was her opening at the Dec. 7 tribute
dinner as well.
“For 20 years we’ve had the privilege of asking the
questions, hearing the answers, and engaging with our
speakers, usually gathering for breakfast before the rest
of the town has had their first cup of coffee,” she told
her guests.
“We’ve had more than 200 distinguished speakers
promoting civility and finding common ground,” she
proudly added, noting that “for the last two decades
we’ve enjoyed hearing from U.S. Supreme Court justices, House and Senate leaders, Nobel Laureates,
Pulitzer Prize winners, ambassadors, cabinet secretaries, governors, mayors, a vice president of the United
States, and senior members of the fourth estate.”
Belgium Ambassador Matthysen, an IFE diplomatic
steward, chimed in, adding a Miss America to that list of
speakers and praising the institute as a “wonderful
network to get to know new friends in Washington”
— high-powered ones at that.
“IFE has been ahead of the game for some time now
— stressing civility and dialogue at the expense of
knee-jerk partisanship. It works,” wrote Pulitzer Prizewinning New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman
of the group. “The people who attend IFE events
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Participants in the LearnServe Egypt student exchange program stand in front of the Qaitbay Citadel in Alexandria. LearnServe is
the latest initiative of the Institute for Education, which for 20 years has worked to promote political civility and common ground.

“

Everything has to have
an element of conviviality and
friendship and fun.
— KATHY KEMPER

”

founder of the Institute for Education

understand that they are absolutely expected to make
their points without holding back, but they know that
IFE is different — there is good humor, fellowship, and
a spirit of collaboration. And IFE attracts the nation’s
leading officials as speakers, as well as an audience of
who’s who in Washington. IFE has been and continues
to be at the forefront of ‘changing the way Washington
works.’”
In an interview with The Washington Diplomat,
Kemper said that despite operating within the partisan
vacuum, her guests, even the political big shots among
them, virtually always respect the overarching message
of civility.
“Everybody it seems that has come responds to it
very affirmatively, and embraces it, and thinks it’s a very
important component,” Kemper said. She added that
they all believe in “solving problems and collaborating
and building trust” as an antidote to the prevailing lack
of comity, both across the country and inside the
Beltway.
In addition to fighting the good fight on civility at
home, the institute has also developed an international

program, seeking to build links between Washington
and the rest of the world. And it’s increasingly worked
to engage the next generation of leaders in its efforts.
To that end, IFE hosts spinoff roundtables exploring
topics such as emerging markets, media and technology, and “NextGen” talks. It also launched the Youth
Global Citizenship Initiative to build a sense of international consciousness among young participants, many
of whom Kemper has taken under her wing and who
are often seen at her high-profile events.
IFE’s most ambitious endeavor has been its
LearnServe educational exchange program, which
debuted last summer. For six weeks as part of
LearnServe Egypt, six students from American universities and six Egyptian students and recent graduates
collaborated in teams, both in person and via social
media, to create entrepreneurship projects that proposed business solutions to social problems in the
Arab world and beyond.
The participants from U.S. institutions including
Johns Hopkins University,American University,Lafayette
College and the University of Pennsylvania traveled to
Cairo for two weeks to meet their Egyptian counterparts and brainstorm ideas with marketing professors
from the American University at Cairo, CEOs of technology start-ups, and other business leaders, including
Wael Fakharany, country manager of Google Egypt.The
Egyptian students likewise traveled to the United
States for a two-week visit, meeting with some of IFE’s
supporters, such as John Hamre, president and CEO of
the Center for Strategic and International Studies (also
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see “LearnServe Egypt Exchange Seizes Moment
of Opportunity” in the September 2011 issue of
The Washington Diplomat).
“We have an exchange with American and
Egyptian kids and they work on social entrepreneurship,” Kemper explained, adding that the
institute can serve as an alternate channel of communications for nations when needed. “If countries are having issues with each other, we will be
on call, often through the back door, to try and
facilitate some sort of understanding or respect
and try to find some answers to problems.”
The institute first began working to find solutions to world problems at an unexpected place:
the tennis court — a reminder that sports can
often be a unifying arena for building camaraderie and dropping partisan guards. Kemper, a
longtime tennis pro who has coached various
senators and officials in several presidential
administrations, says it started with an idea from
her husband.
“My husband Jim Valentine suggested to me
that I should invite some of my tennis students
that I was coaching … to get together with some
of his people and have breakfast. It would be
small and off the record and educational and be
a nice dialogue with people,” she recalled.
The initial get-together seemed to be enjoyable and edifying for all involved, so Kemper
repeated it. And repeated it again. And again.
Eventually, her sessions developed a reputation,
and people began seeking her out to request
invitations. At that point, Kemper turned what
had been a periodic and informal gathering into
something much more enduring: the Institute for
Education.
After decades spent on D.C. tennis courts,
Kemper has the skinny on the skills of a number
of White House bigwigs. Of the current administration, she says Gene Sperling, director of the
National Economic Council, is probably the most
skilled player. She also singles out James Baker

A signature of the Institute
for Education (IFE) has been its
IFE-INFO roundtables, the 20th
anniversary of which was recently
fêted with a reception at the
Belgian Residence featuring some
of the high-profile names who’ve
headlined past discussions,
including former CIA Director
Michael Hayden, second from right,
pictured with his wife Jeanine,
IFE founder and CEO Kathy Kemper
and her husband Jim Valentine.

(Ronald Reagan’s White House
chief of staff and secretary of
the treasury and George H.W.
Bush’s secretary of state), Lloyd
Bentsen (Bill Clinton’s treasury
secretary), and Larry Summers (also Clinton’s
treasury secretary, as well as a just-departed
member of the Obama administration) as the
Roger Federers and Rafael Nadals of previous
administrations.
These men together have decades of service at
the highest level of the executive branch in very
different administrations, but Kemper laments
that the personal relations among partisan rivals
are now fraying and disappearing altogether.
Kemper says she particularly noticed a change in
tone around the turn of the century, when reactions to her proposed tennis matches began to
change. Instead of signing up to square off
against whomever Kemper had lined up, political
operatives began to make sure that they didn’t
have to share the court with their adversaries.
That wasn’t always the case; tennis used to be
just tennis, rather than another theater of partisan warfare.“Years ago when one of my students
would say let’s play some doubles, no one would
ever ask who was playing, because they would
trust me to pull together a good doubles game,”
Kemper said.
She pointed to the invasion of Iraq as a possi-
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ble source of the civility-eroding acrimony.
Tensions were so inflamed that no one around
Washington was willing to put differences of
opinion aside and build personal friendships
based on other activities, such as, of course, tennis. For that reason, underlying all of the institute’s events is an emphasis on sociability.
“Everything has to have an element of conviviality and friendship and fun,” she said. “And I
think in Washington that’s a very important component, because we have a lot of people that are
very smart, very academic and intellectual, and
it’s important that people remember that laughter is healthy.”
But she declines to blame either party for the
growing gap between the two. Her writing —
she has a column for the Huffington Post and has
blogged for the Hill — is decidedly nonpartisan,

and hits many of the same notes that drive the
institute’s mission.
“We’re not really political,” she said. “I never
really take a stand on one thing or another. My
stand is always that we try to look at the positive.
And focus on the commonality, and embrace
that.”
Kemper does, however, point to structural factors in electoral politics as eroding the civility of
generations past. She blames expensive campaigns and the need for legislators to constantly
concentrate on fundraising as a big part of the
problem. Such efforts take politicians away from
their colleagues, reduce the opportunity for the
sort of conviviality the institute seeks to cultivate, and instead encourages them to fire up
their donor base.
For her part, Kemper says she’s not a born
fundraiser, and that she has struggled with that
aspect of running a foundation, noting that IFE
is constantly focused on making the best use of
its resources and connections.
Nonetheless, after 20 years, the group is
clearly doing something right.While the institute
remains a small operation in a sea of mammoth
think tanks and foundations, Kemper says she is
thrilled with the niche her organization has
found.
“I am especially proud of the team and the
institution that IFE has grown into, to be a real
integral part of public policy life and making
world affairs our business. We’re a very, very
small organization … and I am very proud of the
positive and important footprint we have [had]
over the last 20 years.”

Patrick Corcoran is a contributing writer
for The Washington Diplomat.
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North Korea
for imposing conditions on food aid —
among them, bypassing the state’s public
food distribution system, requiring on-theground nutritional surveys, and dispensing
cooked food directly to school children.
But he stressed that cutting off food assistance altogether because of tensions with
the government would be “a preposterous
idea,” because “we are running this program
for the people who are the victims of the
North Korean government.”
Also speaking at the event, Marcus
Noland, deputy director of the Peterson
Institute for International Economics, said
that food aid is a moral imperative and
should continue regardless if it strengthens
the regime.
One North Korean migrant who escaped
to China told reporter Peter Foster of the
Telegraph that even if the military skims off
the aid, it will still help average people.“It is
true that hardly any of it will come to us
ordinary people. It will be sold [on the black
market], and the government officials and
the army will make all the money,” she said.
“The people will get very little — but it will
be enough to help people to survive.”
The moral impetus to help a volatile
adversary may fall on deaf ears in a U.S. election year, though, especially one that’s overshadowed by economic problems at home
and foreign policy crises like Iran.
Nevertheless, Abramowitz chided President
Obama for dawdling on a humanitarian
matter that he says should be separated
from politics.
“Despite incessant pleas in the past nine
months by U.N. agencies and American and
international humanitarian organizations to
meet the urgent food needs of numerous
women and children in North Korea, the
Obama administration has refused to provide help,” he wrote, arguing that the gov-
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Nursery school children in a village northwest
of Pyongyang receive rations of food in 1997, a
decade when a million or more North Koreans
died from starvation.

ernment won’t admit the real reasons for
not providing such aid, “namely that North
Korea is genuinely an abhorrent country,
that there is no domestic political benefit in
providing aid, and that both Congress and
our ally South Korea have been vehemently
opposed.The United States is seeking political benefit from the North, but can we
continue to insist on our commitment to
humanitarianism while letting politics dominate in this case?”
Yet with a food deal reportedly imminent
before the dear leader’s demise, and his successor signaling some willingness to pursue
the issue, Sigal told The Diplomat that he’s
hopeful the Obama administration will seize
the chance to right an off-track policy.
“They could have moved a lot sooner.
But even worse, they didn’t negotiate,” Sigal
said, pointing out that the administration
has engaged in fewer meetings with the
North Koreans than any U.S. presidency.
“But they are now on the right track. Maybe
it won’t work, but I’ll tell you what certainly
won’t work, which is not negotiating.”

Patrick Corcoran is a contributing writer for
The Washington Diplomat. Anna Gawel is
managing editor of The Washington Diplomat.
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