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Dr. Shelley Jefferson Hamler wants
every student to have experiences they
will always remember and cherish. 

Inspiring young people has been her
passion for more than 32 years. The life-
long educator has dedicated her life to
motivating and empowering students
through unconditional love, support,
consistency and positive reinforce-
ment.

"I wanted to give students the experi-
ences that would last a lifetime," she
said. 

Those who know Jefferson Hamler
call her an inspiration and a leader who
is always present and supportive.

"She is a model leader who makes ev-
eryone feel important and who values
diverse points of view," wrote Cincinnati
Councilwoman Jan-Michele Lemon
Kearney, in her nomination. 

It takes a village 

Early in life, Jefferson Hamler saw
the power of community and how it
shapes young adults. 

She grew up in Avondale on Forest
Park Drive, where neighbors looked out
for each other's children and kept them
on the right path. Her family was one of
the first African American families to
move to that street, she said. 

Her mother and father were both
educators. 

"It was so wonderful to be able to
grow up in an environment that was lov-
ing and caring," she said. "They treated
us like we were their own children. It
truly takes a village. That was the begin-
ning of seeing how important it was to
give back."

So Jefferson Hamler continued the
tradition of giving back to the communi-
ty by becoming an educator. 

She started her teaching career at
Cutter Junior High School before transi-
tioning to Woodward High School as an
English teacher and reading specialist.
Jefferson Hamler knew she could make
a difference at Woodward. 

After Woodward, she became an as-
sistant principal at Dater High School.
This position led to one of her most re-
warding experiences: Becoming princi-
pal of Peter Humphries Clark Academy
from 1988-94. 

Clark Academy was for students un-
able to make it in a traditional high
school setting.

Day after day, Jefferson Hamler
would make sure students did not give
up on themselves and kept an open door
policy. Students had their own door to
her office, she said. 

"These were students on whom soci-
ety had given up," she said. "They need-
ed someone who believed in them more
than they believed in themselves." 

Parents needed an environment
where their children would be safe with
unconditional love, she said. Parents
needed the school's support, as well. 

Jefferson Hamler held elaborate
graduations for her Clark Academy stu-
dents. She believes in thinking outside
the box. 

For the first graduation class, which
consisted of 12 students, the reception
was held at the Peterloon Mansion in In-
dian Hill, where she hired caterers and
had the mayor as a keynote speaker. 

"It was really nice," she said. “I want-
ed to expose them to as much as I pos-
sibly could. That was important. Some
of these parents never thought they
would see their children graduate from
high school. They did that day.”

It was Jefferson Hamler's tough love
and openness that led Clark Academy
staff and students to nominate her for
Principal of the Year for Ohio in 1994-95. 

She won the designation. 
"I had the most wonderful staff, stu-

dent body and parents," Jefferson Ham-
ler said. "You have to set boundaries and

give tough love. Eventually, the students
saw that was real love and that someone
cared."

She appreciated the community sup-
port, especially from John E. Pepper,
former president of Procter & Gamble.
He was always there to lend a helping
hand, she said. 

After Clark Academy, Jefferson Ham-
ler went on to create and direct the Ca-
reers Path Program for Cincinnati Public
Schools. She redesigned the vocational
education program with an emphasis
on academics. 

She also became assistant superin-
tendent of Princeton City Schools. 

After she retired, she became an ad-
junct professor at the University of Cin-
cinnati. 

Her love for motivating the youth
didn't stop there. 

Jefferson Halmer is currently presi-
dent of the Cincinnati Chapter of The
Links Inc., a philanthropic service or-
ganization. 

"Two years ago, she founded the
Links Leadership Academy for Girls to
mentor, motivate and encourage young
women from junior high school through
college," Kearney wrote in her nomina-
tion letter. 

Shelley Jefferson Hamler empowers young people
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ABOUT DR. SHELLEY JEFFERSON
HAMLER:

Birthplace: Cincinnati

Current residence: Amberley Village

Family: Sisters Noel E. Jefferson
(Hendersonville, N.C.), Bari Jefferson
Jenks (Houston) and Cherie Jefferson
Lawrence (Brooklyn, N.Y.)

Education: Walnut Hills High School;
Ohio State University, B.S. secondary
education in English and French;
Xavier University M.Ed in counseling,
reading and educational
administration; University of
Cincinnati, Ed.D in educational
administration and superintendent’s
certification.

Occupation: Retired educator and
partner with The Wellness Company.
Currently president of the Cincinnati
Chapter of The Links Inc., a
philanthropic service organization. 

WHAT SHE SAYS:

What inspires you to give back?
"Giving back to your community and
others is one of the most rewarding
experiences one can have. When
you’ve been blessed, it’s your civic
responsibility, I feel, to pass those
blessings on to others. There is such
a need, especially during this
pandemic, where we can all lend a
helping hand. There’s always
someone worse off than you or I. This
is the time to show compassion more
than ever."

What needs in the community
would you like to see addressed?
"(They) are numerous. Unfortunately,
there are far too many disparities. We
need equity for all in race, ethnicity,
education, economics, health,
criminal justice, affordable housing,
environmental justice, voting rights
and its representation, pay and
wages between men and women. We,
as a city, need to have equitable and
diverse committees working on all of
these needs in order to close the
divide. "

Who most influenced or inspired
you to care about others? "My
parents, Browne and Elizabeth
Jefferson. My sisters and I were
blessed to have phenomenal parents
who believed in reaching back to help
others and pull them up. My parents
were educators, thus, the reason I
became one. We were by no means
wealthy but we had the richness of
family love. Therefore, it was no
sacrifice to give someone the shirt
off of our backs to help another
human being.”

In the early 1970s, Evelyn Laux was
folding diapers when she had a revela-
tion: she needed a new focus, and she
wanted to help others.

If Laux hadn’t had that moment of
clarity, she said, she might not have
started college at the University of Cin-
cinnati, become a female vice president
at United Way before that was common
or co-founded the Cincinnati Women’s
Network. 

Yet many of Laux’s proudest accom-
plishments came even after she retired
from those positions.

“Back in the day, success was if you
got married shortly after high school,”
Laux said. “That was not my plan.”

Laux currently volunteers as a “read-
ing buddy” and tutor at Corryville
Catholic, advocates in Northern Ken-
tucky courtrooms for children facing ad-
versity at home, prepares taxes for peo-
ple who need help and facilitates a
group that donates quilts and masks to
children in need.

“I love those kids,” said Laux, who
has five children, nine grandchildren
and three great grandchildren. “I’m
hoping we can figure out a way to get
back with them soon.”

When Laux started working at Unit-
ed Way in the 1970s, her first job was an-
swering the phones. United Way raises
resources and provides social services
to individuals, and Laux quickly recog-
nized that most of the non-profit or-
ganization’s information was on paper.

She helped lead United Way’s digiti-
zation process in the early 2000s.

“You needed to computerize it, and
they gave me the job of designing the
system,” Laux said. “I remember being
driven about doing it.”

Providing more services to people in

need wasn’t enough for Laux.
“We would call people back and ask if

they got the service they needed,” Laux
said. “Just giving them a phone number
does not help them."

In 1980, Laux co-founded the Cincin-
nati Women's Network, which held
events for people who were often one of
only a few women at their office. Group
members exchanged ideas and advice
for being a female executive, and a fo-
rum like this was a rare opportunity at
that time.

After she retired, Laux returned to
her grade school, Corryville Catholic.
She tutors reading and works with some
of the same students as they progressed
from second through eighth grade. 

Laux also presents her students with
T-shirts of their chosen high school
when they graduate from Corryville.
She has remained involved with the
school during the pandemic via Zoom.

“These kids don’t have a lot of oppor-
tunities, and so it’s fun to watch them,”
Laux said.

Laux volunteers as a Court Appoint-
ed Special Advocate (CASA) in Northern
Kentucky. She works with children hav-
ing trouble at home, and has logged
more than 2,000 hours with this organi-
zation advocating on behalf of children.

Since Laux has spent so much time
with CASA, judges respect her perspec-
tive, and Laux has been able to influence
the lives of children in the foster care

and family court systems.
“I advocate to make sure (of) the best

interest for the child, whether that is go-
ing back to the home or placing them
with somebody else,” Laux said. 

Laux still finds time every spring to
provide free tax help, and she organizes
a sewing group that provides quilts and
now masks to CASA kids. 

“I’ve never done much I didn’t want
to do,” Laux said. 

Evelyn Laux passionate about her volunteer work
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ABOUT EVELYN LAUX:

Birthplace: Cincinnati

Current Residence: Covington, Ky.

Family: Husband Ernest (deceased);
children David, Mary, Jerry, Tim,
Steven

Education:University of Cincinnati

Occupation: Volunteer, tutor,
advocate, tax preparer and more

WHAT SHE SAYS:

What inspires you to give back?
"Family. I had five children in six
years, and that’s been pretty much
my life since then."

What need in the community would
you like to see addressed? "We need
to deal with the income disparity and
the whole issue with inequality with a
lot of people who haven’t had
opportunities." 

Who most influenced or inspired
you to care about others? "One was
a high school friend. She made a big
influence on me more than anybody.
And then, of course, my husband. He
was always very supportive of
anything I did, and a caring person. I
was married for 42 years before he
passed, and he was probably the
largest influence on my life."


