
 

SCALING MOUNTAIN PEAKS 

The SEED School of Washington, DC was still relatively  
new when 11-year-old Tyrhee Moore first arrived from 
Berry Farms, the housing project where he was raised  
in Southeast Washington. It was 2005, just eight years 
since Eric Adler and Rajiv Vinnakota had launched The 
SEED Foundation on the belief that children in an urban 
environment could benefit from a public boarding 
educational program. SEED DC opened the following  
year as the first such school in the nation.  

A banner reading We never give up regardless of challenges, setbacks or failures stretched 
across the wall in the room where Tyrhee attended the weeklong orientation sessions.  
Yet many of the seventh graders in the room weren’t quite ready to live up to that dictum. 
During a panel discussion they kept asking the same questions: When will I stop getting 
homesick? When do I stop missing my mom? 

Tyrhee had it worse than most. His father had died suddenly in his sleep just two days 
before the boy turned three, and now his mother, Aretha, was ill with a recurrence of  
breast cancer.  

“Not being home and knowing my mom was sick again was really hard for me,” Tyrhee 
says. “I’d visit on the weekend and she’d be losing her hair from the chemo and I’d see  
her in a lot of pain, but I couldn’t understand what was going on. She’s always been the 
number one person I can rely on for anything, and I was scared.” 

“Sunday nights would be like pulling teeth, trying to get him to go back,” Aretha recalls  
of that first year, when she was also battling drug addiction. “I had to keep reassuring 
Tyrhee that everything would be okay.”  

“I bless the day when I found out about SEED,” reflects Aretha, a single mother of five 
children with four fathers, three of them deceased. “They’ve been our extended family, 
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turning Tyrhee from a boy into a man—I could never have done that alone.” 

“Everyone was very supportive,” says Tyrhee of that first year. “I was so young, and  
I needed some adults to talk to.”  

Indeed, adults surround SEED students nearly 24 hours a day. Once finished with 
academics at 4:00 PM, the students disperse to study hall, tutoring sessions, club meetings 
or athletic practice, all with adult supervision. After dinner, they head back to the dorms, 
divided into residential “houses” of 10 to 15 students each, where adult counselors conduct 
life skills classes on everything from table etiquette to sexual hygiene to how to balance a 
checkbook. Then the Resident Assistants (RAs) and Student Life Counselors (SLCs) take 
over.  

Tyrhee’s RA in middle school was math teacher William Lumpkin. “Mr. Lumpkin helped 
me become a man,” Tyrhee says. “He taught me a lot about life and about myself.”  
A former member of the military, Lumpkin “was firm and direct, and that was very 
helpful.”  He was passionate about having black males not get caught up in the wrong 
activities. “He knew how important all of that was because he understood that when we 
went back home, we’d see the opposite.”  

Bill Stevens is another faculty member who became something of a father figure to Tyrhee.  
“I think about Tyrhee as quiet but very passionate,” he says. “It’s a great combination.” 

In middle school, Tyrhee was passionate about basketball, and Stevens was the coach.  
“He was tiny and skinny with knobby knees—probably the smallest kid in the school,” 
Stevens remembers. “But he’d drive the ball, shoot it, pass it—he’d drive in on big kids  
and get fouled horribly, and it didn’t seem to matter that he never came close to making  
the basket.”  

Tyrhee could be a handful in class. “He was squirrelly and hyper,” says Stevens. “Not the 
class clown, just a real boy.” Tyrhee was in Stevens’s AP U.S. History class in eleventh 
grade. “You could see he loved what he was teaching and he made you like it,” says Tyrhee, 
recalling a final exam when Stevens offered students the chance to shave his head if they 
achieved a designated average class score. “We went outside and shaved his head. We made 
all kinds of designs on it.” 

Stevens introduced Tyrhee to nature and outdoor sports. “I’d bring in my Patagonia 
catalogues so the kids could see the incredible nature photography,” Stevens says. “Tyrhee 
would absorb them, and then questions would come up later, like ‘Where is Patagonia? 
Where are the Alps?’” 

Ninety-two percent of SEED graduates have enrolled in four-year colleges or universities, 
over 80 percent as first-generation students. Sixty-four percent of SEED graduates hold 
college degrees or are currently enrolled in college. These impressive numbers reflect the 
advantages of a boarding school model that provides a safe place and a college prep 
environment for students to live and learn in from lights on to lights off.   

Even in middle school, each residential house is named after a university and decorated 
with collegiate paraphernalia. In ninth grade, students learn about SEED’s College 
Transition & Success (CTS) program. In eleventh grade, they take four-day field trips to 
schools on the Eastern seaboard. 

“I ALWAYS TRY TO WALK 

THROUGH THE BOYS’ 

DORM AFTER SCHOOL AND 

HANG OUT ON THE FLOOR 

A BIT, MAYBE HELP WITH 

THE HOMEWORK,” BILL 

STEVENS SAYS. “KIDS’ EYES 

LIGHT UP WHEN YOU DO 

THAT. THEY REALIZE I 

WENT OUT OF MY WAY TO 

STOP BY INSTEAD OF 
JUMPING INTO MY CAR.” 
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“We work with the students from the time they enter sixth grade until they graduate 
college,” explains Tiffany Blacknall of the CTS program, who still serves as Tyrhee’s SEED 
College Success Adviser as he advances through West Virginia University. “College success 
is not just going off to college. It’s about what happens once the kids are there.” 

SEED graduates look forward to at least one visit from their CTS adviser during their 
freshman year in addition to help with academic and housing issues through their senior 
year. This includes assistance with choosing a major and renewing financial aid. Students 
even receive care packages of snacks and other items during finals. “My friends at West 
Virginia get confused,” says Tyrhee. “How come you get gifts from your high school? I wish 
I got gifts from my high school.” 

The City Kids Wilderness Project is a nonprofit outdoor education program for 
underserved and at-risk inner-city youths from the DC metropolitan area. Toward the end 
of seventh grade, a teacher encouraged Tyrhee to join the program, and he found himself in 
Jackson, Wyoming. “It was my first time leaving DC, my first time getting on a plane,” 
explains Tyrhee. “Hiking, canoeing — I’d never heard about things like that back home.  
I just wanted more and more of it.” 

The National Outdoor Leadership School eventually took him on an expedition to Alaska’s 
Mount Denali. “I imagined the mountain to be huge, but it was much bigger than that,” 
Tyrhee says. “There was no green, just ice. We had to dig walls to make a path in 50-mile-
an-hour wind.” Last fall, nine members of the expedition traveled to high schools and 
colleges around the country to talk about their experience.  

“One of Tyrhee’s big fears has been public speaking,” Stevens observes. “When he was in 
my history class, he would do this hiccuppy kind of thing even when just asking a 
question.” Stevens helped arrange Tyrhee’s first public speaking engagement about his 
wilderness experiences at James Madison University in Virginia. “He was standing at a 
lectern in this big room full of professors and professionals he didn’t know. He got through 
it and afterward people were rushing around him. That was a great moment.”  

For his graduation from SEED, Tyrhee wrote a poem that mentioned every graduating 
senior. “The whole ceremony brought a lot of tears for me,” says Aretha. “Just the way 
Tyrhee overcame everything: the projects, his family troubles, me going through my 
addiction and my illness …. I know that if it wasn’t for SEED he could have gone astray  
in a whole different way.”   

Tyrhee has switched his major from journalism to sports management because his goal at 
this point is to expose more minority children to outdoor activities. “I want to reach out to 
as many urban kids as I can,” Tyrhee says. “It’s all such a positive: It makes you feel fit and 
anyone can do it, even if you’re not athletically oriented. It allows people to overcome their 
fears and learn leadership skills. And if there’s no awareness of nature, everything will be 
bulldozed over and made into a shopping mall.” 

Tyrhee traveled to Wyoming for a short summer stint working there before he returned  
to West Virginia for his junior year. He had arranged for his mother to accompany him  
on this trip. “I wanted to see what he’s seen,” Aretha said. “When I tell people my son 
climbs mountain peaks, they ask, ‘How’d he get to be like that?’ I tell them it all started  
with SEED.”  

“WHEN I TELL PEOPLE MY 

SON CLIMBS MOUNTAIN 

PEAKS, THEY ASK, ‘HOW’D 

HE GET TO BE LIKE THAT?’  

I TELL THEM IT ALL STARTED  
WITH SEED.” 
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