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A lifetime
of schooling
At UR Warner School,
dean puts his love
of education to work
By DIANA LOUISE CARTER

A

nand R. Marri has been shaped by education as
few people have.
One semester into his new job as dean of the
Warner School of Education at the University of Rochester, Marri is in a position to shape education in return.
The pursuit of education was the reason Marri didn’t
see his father for much of his first nine years. While
Marri was a young child in Hyderabad, India, his father, Madhava Marri, was in the United States pursuing
an MBA and setting up a business. In 1983, Marri, his
younger brother and mother all joined Madhava in the
United States.
Despite their struggles to gain a financial foothold in
their new country, Marri’s parents shared their belief in
the value of a good education by making sacrifices so
he and his brother could attend Catholic schools in
Queens, considered better than the local public schools.
Marri could only speak his native language of Telugu and some Hindi when he arrived from India, so his
mother, Sarala Marri, enrolled both of her sons in an
English language class at St. John’s College their first
summer in the United States. Still, when he started fifth
grade, he hadn’t mastered the new language quite yet.
“I was a straight C student because I didn’t know English,” Marri said. Not only did he learn to speak English (without either an Indian or a Queens accent) but
he learned valuable lessons about equity and the practice of education in America.
When a teacher told his Marri and his fifth-grade
classmates that they needed to include a “bumper sticker” in their reports on U.S. states, he didn’t know that
was short-hard for a motto or slogan about the state,
rather than an actual bumper sticker.
His parents were too busy to even think about trying
to find a bumper sticker for his report. “Also, you don’t
question teachers,” he said of their old-world outlook.
His only option was handing in the report without the
bumper sticker. He got a C-, a grade that clearly still
rankles the education scholar.
The experience taught him about how educators
have to make sure they’re clear in their explanations
and aren’t assuming cultural understanding they don’t
have, he said.
“When you think of equity, it’s important to recognize where people are coming from,” Marri said.
He still speaks with pride of earning the title of most
improved student in his class when he graduated from
eighth grade, on his way to a prestigious Catholic college prep school.
“School has always been a comfortable place for me,”
Marri said.
The welcome at Archbishop Malloy High School included a Marist brother telling the boys (it has since become a co-ed institution) to look over their classmates
and appreciate the fact that for every one of them, four
other students had been turned away. Again, the value
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of education and the understanding of the advantages it
could provide was the subtext.
Marri was a sophomore at Bowdoin College in
Maine when he decided to pursue education as a career.
He was the only student in Theodora Penny Martin’s
education class to recognize the name of Lamar Alexander, then U.S. secretary of education; answering the
professor’s question made him think about his connections to education.
“This is comfortable,” he recalled thinking.
That comfort led him to Stanford University and to
teaching in low income schools in San Jose, Calif.,
where his classes ranged from English-language learners as he had been to students taking advanced placement classes. The students included native-born Californians as well as immigrants from several nations.
“I got to see the whole spectrum,” Marri said.
He appeared to be on track to become a school administrator but dove instead into academic research so
he could answer this question: “How do you provide
equity and civic engagement for kids that aren’t in the
mainstream?” The question drove him to a doctoral
program in education in Madison, Wis., and it’s still
driving him.
Martha Mock, professor and director of Warner’s
Center for Disability and Education, met Marri when
he, Mock and her husband were all doctoral students
there. She said Marri immediately caught her attention
as someone she expected to really go places.
“There are folks in a higher ed setting who stand out.
He has always stood out to me as someone who is committed and determined as it relates to making a difference, as it relates to giving back and public service,”
Mock said.
The chance to work with city schools made Marri
select Columbia University’s Teachers College for his
post-doctoral job, as it interacts with the surrounding
school district that includes more than 1 million
schoolchildren.
“If you can do it in New York City, you can do it anywhere,” Marri said. He remained at Columbia for 15
years as he worked his way up the tenure ladder. His
wife, whom he met at Madison, was starting to agitate
for a less intense urban experience when another job in
New York City diverted him from academia for several
years – a former student contacted him about being on
a search committee to fill a job in financial education at
the Federal Reserve Bank of New York.
Marri ended up taking the job himself: vice president of outreach and education, overseeing everything
from economic literacy programs to research on funding small businesses to compliance with Community
Reinvestment Act programs.
Four years into that job, Marri heard from Mock
that the dean of the Warner School had announced she
would step down at the end of her 18th year.
Mock said when she thought about who she would
like to work for, she asked herself, “Who do I know who
is a determined leader, who won’t be fazed by coming
to a new place and has a significant capacity for moving
organizations forward? And, (who) really highlighted
my interest and a number of our faculty members’ interest in increasing diversity?” The answer was Marri.
And Rochester was the answer both to Marri’s mission to effect change in education, and to his family’s
desire to leave New York City.
Tony Davis, community affairs officer and director
of community engagement at the Federal Reserve in
New York, encouraged Marri to take the job in Rochester. Davis had spent his first four years out of college
working in Rochester for an organization that finances
affordable housing. His current job also brings him to
the area several times a year.
“I didn’t want to see him leave,” Davis said of Marri,
but he knew of UR’s excellent reputation and that
Rochester is “a great place to live and raise a family.”
Davis thought Marri would be a good fit for the job
because of his experience at the Fed, his experiences in
economic education and his “understanding how an
anchor institution can serve as a convener,” he said.
Marri understands the value of partnering with private
and public sectors and of “UR being a driving force in
those conversations.”
Indeed, in his first week on the job, Marri visited
East High School – the Rochester City School District
facility that UR is both overseeing and using as a laboratory for its students and for the rest of the district. But
he says most of his first semester at UR has been spent
listening rather than shaping.
“The first semester for me is all about what’s happening,” he said. As a result, he has already held more than
100 one-on-one meetings with people working for and
with him. The changes he has instituted are procedural
ones, but signify something of a culture change none-
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theless. One is that he posts notes on all the meetings he
has online so that everyone in the school has access to
them.
Mock said Marri’s transparency on meetings and
communications invites people to participate in decision-making, yet, “he’s also willing to make the very
difficult decisions that his job requires.”
Another change is making it clear to faculty and staff
that while he’d like to stay informed, they are free to use
the authority they already have to make day-to-day decisions instead of asking him to make them. He listed
providing financial aid for a student, assigning courses
to teachers, and allocating office space as some areas
they can decide upon freely.
“I don’t need to worry about that,” Marri said, and
noted, “I’m not the subject matter expert on everything, but I know how to work with others.”
This leadership model might result in some mistakes,
Marri said, but the cost of those mistakes is less than the
cost of lost opportunities caused by his being involved
in every decision made at the Warner School, he said.
“We’re in a school of education. We’re supposed to
learn from our mistakes,” Marri said.
Mock said Marri’s distributed leadership model includes assigning terms to leadership positions such as
that of associate dean, allowing more entry and exit
points.
“I think it’s been a learning curve for all of us, as it
relates to a different style of leadership,” Mock said. The
curve would have existed no matter who came in, she
said, as many people in the department have only
worked for one dean.
Marri speaks highly of his predecessor, Raffaella
Borasi, and the groundwork she laid. “Raffaella was a
great dean. She built this school. She was here for 18
years and she would take a bullet for this school,” Marri
said. He describes his game plan as more procedural
than slate-wiping.
One of Marri’s priorities is external engagement. He
has met with local Freedom Schools. He gave the keynote speech for graduation celebration at the India
Community Center. He wants to be present and sponsor tables at events of community groups.
“I want them to know there is a public face of this
Warner School,” Marri said. And that familiarity goes
both ways. “It’s important to understand what the community wants, and not do drive-by professional development,” he said.
“The big thing for me is equity. That’s the driving
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force behind everything we do,” Marri said. “Our country is founded on equity. Our job is to promote equity.
Everyone gets an equitable chance to succeed. If we
don’t do that here, what’s the point?”
It’s not necessary to draw up a new strategic plan for
Warner, because the existing one works, he said. And it
helped shape his three priorities:
• Carrying out a distributive leadership model,
which includes offering more opportunities to lead and
the transparency to share how decisions are made.
• Raising the profile of the Warner School to, among
other things, compete with other schools for students
and research. UR’s graduate education school is the only grad program at the university that has not been
ranked by US News and World Report. (The Simon
Business School, for instance, is a regular on most topranked business school lists.)
• Generate resources, scholarship and work opportunities for the school.
These goals are happening simultaneously with
Marri and his family dealing with a whole new lifestyle.
They’ve always lived in apartments until they moved
into a house in Brighton, he said. “This whole backyard
thing is new to us.”
“It’s a big shift for us,” Marri said. “The quality of life
is quite different.” He had been used to reading a book
a week during his hour-long subway commutes to and
from work each day. His drive is too short to accommodate lengthy reading.
Marri’s parents, now retired, no longer had a reason
to stay in New York so they bought a condo in Greece
to be near their son and his family. (Marri’s younger
brother passed away at age 28 from a heart condition.)
The senior Marris will soon be living the snowbird
lifestyle in East-West fashion, splitting their time between Greece and Hyderabad, India. Undoubtedly his
parents will provide additional language practice for
Marri’s daughters. He and his wife do their best to
speak only in Telugu at home to promote bilingualism.
Mock said Marri’s emphasis on family carries over to
work.
Marri has made it known to employees at Warner,
“While work is highly important and highly necessary…family comes first. If there is a crisis, if there is a
situation, an issue that you have to deal with related to
yourself or your own family, it’s a clear priority,” Mock
said. “You don’t necessarily hear that in higher ed, especially in faculty positions.”
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