
The Many Twists and Turns of Dr. Oliveri’s Homecoming  

As told to Ronald Sklar 

 

Dr. Ernest Oliveri, interim-acting assistant principal of English, grew up in 

Queens. When he left home at age 19, he moved to the Bronx and attended 

Fordham University. He earned a BA in philosophy, but that was only the 

beginning of his wide-ranging academic achievements. Soon after, he moved 

to Manhattan and took a doctorate in International Relations at NYU. Even 

then, he was not finished with his formal education.  

 

Immediately after earning his doctorate, he began working as a professor, 

teaching government. His first appointment was at Connecticut College, in 

January 1988. However, by 1993, he had taught in seven different universities, 

either as an adjunct or visiting professor.  

 

That same year, he met someone special and wanted to get married. He didn’t 

have a steady job at that time, but he visited the New York Board of Education 

and offered up his academic accomplishments. Easily impressive, but he 

added that he spoke fluent Spanish. Two weeks later, he was teaching a social 

studies class to bi-lingual students.  

 

He eventually transferred to Washington Irving High School, where he spent 

the next twenty years of his career, teaching social studies.  

 

With all this accomplishment, you may be surprised to learn that Dr. Oliveri 

has something in common with all of our students: he had attended the High 

School For Performing Arts.  

 

“I left in my final year,” he recalls regretfully. “I was a ballet dancer. I had to 

make my peace with the fact that I was not going to be a professional dancer.” 

 

The reason: being as tall as he was, it was difficult for him to reach certain 

ballet positions. The realization that he would not be able to continue in the 

art was devastating. 



 

“In those days,” he says, “a ballet class was run with an iron fist. Today, it’s 

much more humane. Public education has evolved, but back then, it was tough. 

I finished my final high school year in a local school in Queens.” 

 

Would he recommend the same course of action to a student today?  

 

“I would caution against doing what I did,” he says. “If I had different council 

at the end of my junior year, I think I might have stayed for my final year. And 

instead of going into dance as a performer, I think I would have gone in as a 

choreographer.” 

 

Although Dr. Oliveri more than made up for his career track with other 

academic pursuits and accomplishments, ballet remains a strong passion for 

him.  

 

“I have tremendous feeling for the discipline,” he says, “but I have size 11 feet 

and I’m all legs. And there were positions I just couldn’t hit as a professional 

ballet dancer. I was not going to be able to hit those positions, no matter what. 

And if you can’t hit those positions, especially in the old regime, you can suffer 

emotionally. Unless you have a very thick skin, it can be depressing. And that’s 

the way I felt. I think had I had different counseling, I would have stuck out my 

final year. Had I had different counseling, I would have stayed in the program 

and pursued dance on the production side.” 

 

The show did go on however.  He developed and presided over the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) program at Washington Irving. This 

demanding program required both a senior-year thesis and community 

service. And between 2016 and 2018, he ran the World Languages 

department at Stuyvesant High School.  

 

Needless to say, he had come a long way from that initial disappointment. 

After giving up on the dream of being a dancer, he recalls, “during that period 

of my life, I was rudderless. I knew I was going to go to college. I had also been 



in a battle with the draft board, in 1971. There were a lot of things going on at 

the time which made for an unsettling adolescence. When I finally went to 

Fordham, I finally found my way, studying philosophy. That made a big 

difference. That was really the turnaround. I studied German 19th century 

philosophy and ancient Greek philosophy.”  

 

Why that choice?  

 

“I read Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance,” he says, “and the 

protagonist in the book was a graduate philosophy student. That book gave 

me a rudder.”  

 

Now, at LaGuardia, he realizes that he has lived the life he had always wanted 

-- the life of an academic. And coming back to LaGuardia is a sort of 

homecoming.  

 

“ I just arrived in August,” he says, “but it’s like coming home. It’s good to come 

home again. I was warmly welcomed. The dance department and the music 

department have been wonderful to me.” 

 

The daily routine at the school is anything but a grind; Dr. Oliveri finds his 

workplace constantly inspiring.  

 

“This is a lovely place to work,” he says of our school. “This school is a gem. I 

walk down the staircase and kids are singing arias or they are practicing 

dance steps. You come in here on a Friday morning and you have a string 

quartet playing in the lobby. There is a lot of talent in this building, doing a lot 

of good things. We’ll see what kind of contribution I can make between now 

and next June, when I retire.”  
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