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Jessie Streich-Kest

My daughter Jessie was a beautiful, amazing young woman with a 

wonderful heart. Jessie had something about her that just drew 

people in. She was so smart and dedicated, and passionate, and honest. She 

cared so much about what was right. She was fierce. For many years she was 

the only girl on an all boys soccer team and received some “yellow” cards for 

rough play. With all her fears, she was also fearless. She passionately loved 

people and animals. She gave hard hugs; she wanted to let people know how 

much she cared about and loved them even if she could not say it. She was hard 

on herself and others as she had high expectations. She was loyal to her friends 

and her family and had many adult friends she was connected to as well. She 

wanted to help her friends and was ready to discuss any and all problems and 

give support. As Jessie’s dad Jon said, “she was always feisty with a thing for 

justice and fairness.” Jessie had an incredible intelligence, compassion and a 

wry smile. I miss her sarcasm, beautiful brown eyes, her  

passion and her amazing spirit, dedication and love.  

She is always in my heart.

Francine Streich Jessie’s mom, May, 2015
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Jessie was smart, funny, and compassionate.  

But above all she was a fiercely loyal friend. 

She loved me unconditionally and she was 

always there for me. When I had been dating my 

husband Paul for what seemed like ten minutes, 

somehow Jessie already knew we would get 

married, and wanted immediate confirmation 

that she would be in the wedding. When I had 

been dating Paul for what seemed like ten years 

and he still hadn’t proposed, Jessie made me feel 

better and totally agreed with every bad thing I 

said about him. When I found out that Paul was 

planning to propose, Jessie was the first person I 

called. And when Paul and I finally got married, 

I don’t think there was a person in the whole 

world that was happier for me than her.

Lauren Maisel Goldsmith 

Murrow High School friend

And Jessie — always with her hat. We had a 

discussion with the class about how it was OK to 

wear the hats in the room but not in the hall or 

in the library. I remember the wry smile she gave 

me understanding how crazy these rules were.

Anne Powers 3rd grade teacher
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In her all-too-brief life, Jessie Streich-Kest left a huge impression on all who knew her. A loving family member, 
an open and supportive friend, a passionate lover of animals, a committed social activist, and an energetic and 
enthusiastic new public school teacher. 

She was a vibrant, intelligent, empathetic young woman who hated social injustice as much as her parents do. 
She was also a committed animal rights activist who fought for an end to the abuse of carriage horses, and 
throughout her life cared for a menagerie of pets, including most recently, her beloved dog Max. 

A child of Brooklyn who grew up in Prospect Park South, Jessie attended Edward R. Murrow High School in 
Midwood and graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in 2009. It was her experience at Murrow that first 
inspired her to become a public school teacher. In a semester off from college, Jessie worked as a field staffer in 
the first Obama campaign. After college Jessie took a job with the Schneiderman campaign, running the Brooklyn 
operation. Not surprisingly, she did a great job dealing with District Leaders with grace and skill. That would be 
an accomplishment for someone of any age, and especially for someone who was but 22 at the time. But her 
abiding passion was to become a teacher. She began to fulfill that goal when she was accepted into the New 
Visions/Hunter Urban Teacher Residency program for the 2011-12 school year. It was a grueling program and 
Jessie worked very hard and successfully, gaining experience student teaching at Hillcrest High School in Queens. 
In September of 2012 she launched her career as a NYC public school teacher after receiving her Masters of 
Education. She was teaching 10th grade Special Education students at the Bushwick School for Social Justice, 
her dream job. She was on fire with passion for teaching and love for her students. Right before she died, Jessie 
had recently completed her first parent/teacher conferences and was brimming with confidence in the rightness of 
her chosen career. Jessie planned to devote her life not only to serving students most in need, but also to the fight 
to improve the public education system for all students, teachers and parents.

Jessie was the kind of young person who needed a place as challenging and rich as New York City in order to 
thrive, and our City needed her right back. She leaves an aching, enormous, irreplaceable void in our hearts.

Dan Cantor and Bob Master Working Families Party
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Jessie was am amazing young woman and 

teacher who touched many lives in her short 

time on this earth. She came to BSSJ and I 

was very excited to have such a great addition 

to my literacy team. She was passionate, 

caring, patient with the kids and alway had a 

smile on her face no matter how stressed she 

was feeling. I loved working with her and it 

was an honor to have worked with such a great 

human being. We will all miss her very much.

Ana Marsh BSSJ Principal
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I remember wandering the halls of our freshman year 

dorm at Penn when I met Jessie. I remember the first 

thing she told me was that she was from Brooklyn, so 

I immediately became extremely suspicious. But now I 

know way better than that.

Encouraging, understanding, caring, trusting, honest, 

supportive and nonjudgmental — these are just a few 

of the words that come to mind when I think of Jessie. 

But I think the two words that described her the most, 

at least to me, were “the best.”

It wasn’t so much that she was the best at arguing with 

me. I’m still convinced I always won. Okay. I never really 

did with her… But it was that, rather than just bringing 

out the good in people, she always managed to bring out 

the very best. Even when life’s worst was staring you in 

the face, that’s when she’d give her all to bring out the best 

in you. When I was down, she would make me feel like the 

most important person in the world. You’d feel like she 

was your greatest supporter, your biggest fan. She really 

brought out the best in every person around her.

University of Pennsylvania friend

May 3, 2015

Jessie lived and breathed social justice. She 
cared deeply about everyone who faced 
social and institutional discrimination, and it 
showed. Jessie was the friend who took me 
to rallies and protests and community events. 
She introduced me to ACORN. She was the 
person who told me about the Kensington 
Welfare Rights Organization and went with 
me to see Cheri Honkala on campus.

Besides the fact that Jessie was an 
incredibly warm and supportive friend, I 
think one of the main reasons we bonded so 
quickly freshman year was that I was drawn 
to her passion for fighting social inequality. 
The way Jessie lived continues to be a model 
for my life, and I really wish I could just 
pick up the phone and call her to talk about 
these issues. I miss her a lot.

Ginny Halden University of Pennsylvania friend

jessie-book-final.indd   7 6/2/15   4:07 PM



jessie-book-final.indd   8 6/2/15   4:07 PM



I adored Jessie’s sense of humor, how she would stop to pet dogs everywhere, 

how she would randomly message me to ask my opinion on mattresses, how 

after growing up in NYC she would still have no idea where the nearest subway 

stop was sometimes, and her clear devotion to her family. She talked about how 

great you both were all the time.

My husband and I held onto Jessie as a friend after the Obama ’08 campaign, 

even though she was a student 8+ years younger than us, with a remarkably 

different life, because she was so cool, such a gem. My husband, Charlie, 

sometimes went to see movies with her when I was busy. We were so excited 

when she got her teaching job; she had something so rare, so interesting to offer 

her students. Their loss is so deep. I have a two-year old now, so I’m beginning 

to appreciate the gift of great teachers in an entirely new way. The whole world 

needs more Jessies.

Shannon Anderson Obama ‘08 Campaign colleague 
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We will always remember how you 

inspired all of us to become great 

students now and in the future. Thank 

you for being part of our lives.

BSSJ student

Dear Ms. Kest, I’m sorry for everything. 

I miss you. I’m going to succeed like 

you always told me to. Promise.

BSSJ student
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 I wish Jessie knew the difference she made and how special she was.

Jessie in those first few months of school would stop by my office in the afternoon (or even the evening) and 
come in to check up on a student or a system the team was putting together. We would talk, usually make a 
plan to follow up and she would sidle most of the way out. She never just left though, she would linger, half in, 
half out of the doorway and the excitement as she mentioned one last thing about another student or something 
she was preparing for class was palpable, written all across her face. A lot of emotion can be read from the 
faces of teachers even when they are stressed, and in hers the love she had for her students and her job was 
always bubbling, effervescent, below the surface even as she talked about a student or work situation that had 
her perplexed or worried. That look on her face, her smile and the energy and passion in her that shone through 
when she stood half-in, half out of my office door said all to me I needed to know about the great educator she 
was. Before leaving finally she would always ask how I was doing, and I never hesitated to tell her the truth, 
even when I was stressed or worried or anxious myself. Even if leaders are meant to be composed and show 
confidence at all times, I knew that she understood that my stresses originated from the same spirit as her own 
and I always felt touched to have her ask and to answer knowing she understood.

Her impact in the school lingers to this day in the spirit she brought to the SPED department and the systems 
and changes she put in place to service BSSJ’s neediest students. The energy and attitude she had were the first 
catalysts in changing the department and school philosophy. Prior to that year SPED students passed classes 
at an average of about 55-60%. In the past two years those rates rose to 75% and above in most classes and 
have stayed there since. I can only hope that the work I did in my time there had something of similar value to 
contribute to the lasting strength of the school community as what she managed in just a few short months.”

Her picture is hanging in my new office.

Mr. Cooke Former BSSJ Principal 
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One of my favorite memories of Ms. 

Kest was when I was having an 

argument with her in Global History. 

I think of myself as a good student in 

history, and I was convinced that the 

French Revolution happened before the 

American Revolution. She let me down 

easily and smiled as we argued.

BSSJ student
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“O reassured soul, return to your Lord, well-pleased and pleasing [to Him], and enter 

among My [righteous] servants, and enter My Paradise.” (Quran, 89:27-30)

My dear, sweet friend, and sister, Jessie…

Words cannot express how saddened I am to hear of your tragic passing away. From 

the day we met in our dorm room at the Global Young Leaders Conference, I knew I 

had met someone special. You were more than just a roommate… so kind, tolerant, and 

accepting, even though I looked so different than you with my Muslim veil, you always 

amazed me as you defended social causes, and especially during political discussions 

about stereotyping Arabs/Muslims.

On the first night in our dorm, I was a bit worried of your reaction as I began to pray, but 

you watched me silently and respectfully, and even asked what it meant to be a Muslim. 

That was meaningful, and so humble of you to express interest and share your thoughts.

It was so wonderful to keep in touch with you all these years, and even though we planned 

many times, but never got to see each other again, you will remain alive in my heart.

From one human to another, a friend to friend, a sister to sister, a Muslim to Jew, I pray 

that our Lord have mercy on your soul, and may we meet again someday, in Heaven.

I will never stop praying for that. Amen.

Sara Al Khalufi Global Young Leaders Conference friend
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While at Penn Jessie was a member of 

Penn Haven, an anti-poverty group devoted 

to serving the city’s homeless, where she 

participated in local protests and initiatives 

for social and economic justice. She was 

one of 8 Penn students at a protest against 

foreclosures outside the Federal Building 

in Philadelphia. Jessie said “we are looking 

into all methods of getting equality for 

the homeless” (she was prepared to be 

arrested).

Penn Haven Protests Poverty 
article from “The Daily Pennsylvanian”

We knew Jessie (and Max) from the dog park. 

She was one of those people that is just so 

genuine and kind. From the first time we met 

her she just exuded a personality of warmth 

and care.

Jerry and Casey  friends from the dog park
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Jessie and I were extremely close and I was absolutely 
devastated when I heard the news. I wanted to share 
my thoughts here so that everyone would know just 
how incredible she really was:

Jessie Streich-Kest was an extraordinary person, and 
I am tremendously privileged to have been her friend. 
No one I have ever met has devoted more of her life to 
service, to social equity, and to her friends than Jessie. 
Whether it was tutoring students in West Philadelphia, 
working to help the homeless, or dropping everything to 
listen to your problems, Jessie always strove to leave a 
positive mark on the world. There are so many amazing 
stories to tell about Jessie, like the time she bought a 
homeless mother food, formula, and diapers for her 
child, out of the blue. But the memories that are most 
indelible in my mind are those I shared with Jessie in 
my freshman year of college at Penn.

Like many gay teenagers, I was totally closeted when 
I started my first day at Penn. I was terrified of saying 
those two, improbably difficult words, “I’m gay,” to any 
other living soul beside myself. And then I met Jessie. 
There really is no word to accurately describe how I felt 
when I met her other than the word “safe.” Jessie made 
me feel safe, because she was unequivocally accepting 

of people, no matter their sexuality, socioeconomic 
class, color, ethnicity, or any other perceivable (or 
unperceivable) difference. She was an absolute warrior 
for tolerance. She emanated acceptance. That first day 
with Jessie at Penn, the words that were so hard to say 
to everyone else simply rolled off my tongue without 
so much as a stutter. I knew that no matter what may 
happen with any other person in my life, Jessie would 
always be there, cheering me on in my newfound freedom 
to be myself. Without Jessie, I would never have had the 
courage to go to my first event at Penn’s LGBT center 
and I would have never, EVER, gone to a gay club on 
my 18th birthday. Six years later, thanks to the self-
confidence Jessie helped me discover, I have found the 
love of my life. And thanks to Jessie’s tireless work for 
equal rights, I can marry him.

In short, Jessie Streich-Kest changed my life. My 
story is just a small piece of her own, one that 
involves innumerable hours spent caring for friends, 
working indefatigably for equality, and most recently, 
shaping a new generation of minds as a teacher. To 
have lost such a beacon of goodness in this world is 
unbearable. I will never forget her. 

Nick Giovannone University of Pennsylvania friend
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You were a great teacher. You always 

helped everyone. You were always 

willing to give a hand. No matter what 

your problems were, you will always 

push them aside and help whoever 

needed help.

BSSJ student
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Jessie didn’t just talk about fairness, or injustice, or 
apathy—she acted, she lived the ideals and truths 
she believed. I know this because she spoke to me 
about what she was doing with her time outside of 
school, with the organizations she was involved with, 
and when she asked me to be adviser for a new club 
she was organizing at Murrow, I reluctantly refused. 
(How I regret that decision now!) During the hours 
she would spend with me in the Yearbook office 
waiting for her next meeting with Mr. Lodico, or 
event or activity to begin, we would talk, many times 
with her dear friend Sam Lewis at her side. We’d go 
over class discussions, admire brilliant points made 
by her peers that day, and then things would move 
to topics suggested by the texts, to issues of human 
rights, animal rights, gender equality, education policy, 
national security, the Patriot Act — she was ready to 
talk about anything. I urged her to go to law school, 
become a lawyer so she could sue people—that we 
needed her to do that because she had such a fine 
sense of moral and ethical right and wrong. Jessie 

refused. Yet she wanted to know where I stood on 
these issues, demanded that I took a stance, and G-d 
forbid I didn’t have an opinion on something, I would 
get “the look,” an expression in her eyes and mouth 
that instantly made me feel as if I were not trying 
hard enough, that having a stance or an opinion on 
the issues was somehow connected with my ability to 
be empathetic and compassionate with the world, as 
if it were my responsibility to humanity to believe in 
something. She was right.

She expected and often demanded the best of people, 
especially the adults in her life. She wouldn’t allow 
any of them to let her down—she wouldn’t give you 
the chance, and in fact, you didn’t want to. I knew 
I was in the presence of greatness when I was with 
Jessie, near to the best that is humanity, near the 
force and spirit that was able to bring out the best 
in me and others. Life without Jessie is an immense, 
unspeakable loss, yet what we have lost I see and feel 
reflected and alive and vibrant in the people whose 
lives she touched.

John Faciano Murrow High School teacher
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I had the true pleasure of being Jessie’s academic 

advisor during her time at Penn. “Advisor” seems 

like an inadequate word. Getting to know Jessie, 

and hearing her thoughts, even during the moments 

when she was struggling to feel safe here and to 

find a community at Penn that resounded with her, 

was the real gift.

Her passion, tenacity, ability to turn her energy 

outward to achieve change — witnessing Jessie be 

herself was inspiring. Her incisive criticisms of what 

she observed around her on campus often made me 

laugh and her compassion for the very same peers 

made me marvel. I remember conversations about 

everything from teaching to Jerry Falwell to the 

behavioral antics of Jackson (a mutual friend’s dog).

I am so terribly sorry for your family’s loss of 

Jessie, and so sad to know what we’ve all lost.

Katrina Glanzor University of Pennsylvania 
academic advisor 
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When Jessie hugged you, she did it with her whole 
person. She’d wrap her arms around you and squeeze 
you really tight, making you feel as though you were 
the only person she wanted to be with at that moment 
Once you get used to Jessie’s hugs, everything else 
seemed a bit weaker by comparison. I think more than 
anything, she went out of her way to make sure you 
knew how much she cared about you. Since meeting 
her at Penn five years ago I’ve experienced many 
instances of that love. One moment stands out in 
particular. On Independence Day 2011, as I walked 
to Jessie’s apartment from the train station, my 
parents called to tell me that our dog, which I had 
had since childhood needed to be put to sleep. What 
was supposed to be a joyful evening eating barbecue 
and watching fireworks turned into me showing up 
on Jessie’s doorstep crying hysterically. Instantly she 
sat me down on her couch and just hugged me, while 
Max licked my face, probably wondering how anyone 
could be sad in front of such a wonderful woman and 
her dog. Jessie made me feel comforted, safe, and 
validated. She understood exactly what I was feeling 
and helped to walk me through it. In that and so 

many instances, I marveled at her ability to switch 
gears and put aside whatever she had planned, to be 
supportive of the people she loved.

Liore Klein University of Pennsylvania friend

October 29, 2014 

I just realized that today marks two years 
since my very dear friend Jessie Streich-
Kest was killed during Hurricane Sandy. 
She was a fierce friend, gave the best hugs 
in the entire world (more tackles than 
hugs), and was an inspiring advocate for 
change. Jessie was the first person to make 
me feel comfortable calling people out on 
oppression and general bullshit. I think 
of her every time I’m outspoken in class, 
knowing she’d probably egg me on and tell 
me that I could be meaner about it. I still 
miss her a whole lot.
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“A Plea for Peace” by Jessie
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Yesterday I sat down at my computer. Thinking about what words would make this sound from the heart. I 
typed and retyped. I still couldn’t find the right words to describe the shock and pain I feel. I know a lot of 
you, including me, didn’t know her for a long time. But I think to determine that a person is amazing, you don’t 
need a time period. All you need is to see who they are. Who she was couldn’t be measured in words nor in 
circumstances. It could only be told in her acts of random kindness. Sure, all of us can stand up and say how 
much we loved and miss her. But none of us would’ve realized that until today. Seeing she’s not here, seeing how 
some of us would treat her. Seeing my actions too, seeing how someone’s death can change us all. If it weren’t 
for today, none of you would’ve cared. But that’s not what I came to say. Despite the misfortunes, anyone 
who met her knew she wasn’t like everybody else. Since I met her, I tried to figure out why she was so nice to 
everyone. I hadn’t seen that type of kindness in people for a long time. I saw in her something I wish I had. I 
wish I had her spirit. For a long time I didn’t believe in people who wanted to help others. I always thought 
everyone just cared for themselves. But now I know that people like that exist. Even though there was so much 
more to be known, so much more memories to be made, I know that she will never be forgotten. That everything 
she did wasn’t in vain. That her dreams goals and wishes are all remembered. Rest in peace Ms. Kest.

BSSJ student

Jessie had been trying to get her advisory class to move their desks into a circle, and they had not been  
cooperating. When they came back to school after her death and Hurricane Sandy, without anyone saying 
anything they silently moved their desks into a circle.
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Jessie has touched our family in so many ways. First as best friend 

and soul mate to our foster son Julian, when they were small. She 

was his refuge, his safe place in every way. He honestly may not 

have made it through his childhood in such good shape if it weren’t 

for Jessie. Jessie was a great friend to Kaila, Andre and Eve as 

well. Ellen and I were always grateful for the time she spent with 

them. No matter where we were, she treated them as equals, never 

talked down, followed their lead and loved them. When she showed 

up Kaila and Andre lit up. While I always thought I was reaching 

out to Jessie to support her I was always taken aback at how 

much she wanted to support me! Unlike other young adults that I 

know, she always asked how I was doing, and not in a superficial 

way, she wanted to know and give advice, usually very good advice. 

There is so much more to say of course. Jessie was a remarkable 

young woman who will live on as an inspiration and a light in so 

many of us, especially the young people, mine included, that she 

has touched.

Barbara Gross Family friend
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I was one of Jessie’s closest friends. We met at Murrow and were pretty much 

attached at the hip. We really did almost everything together and almost 

everything we did was centered around our shared passion for social justice 

and making the world a better place. My first organizing experience was with 

the social activism club we co-founded. Jessie had a big impact on me beyond 

school—my first political experience was going down to Florida with Jessie and 

her father Jon to do GOTV for the 2004 election. Many of my best memories of 

Jessie do go back to high school but one of my fondest is more recent—when 

she and I visited the Sean Casey Animal Center when Jessie was looking for 

a dog of her own. I think Jessie was at her happiest when animals surrounded 

her. Jessie, I don’t know what kind of person I would be if we hadn’t met. You 

enriched my life in so many ways that I would not be the person I am today.

Sam Lewis Murrow High School friend
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Most recently Jessie and I drove up from NYC to Providence where she dropped me off to finish my trip to 
Cape Cod on the bus. It was a chance for us to re-connect and have quality face time, which we had not had 
for awhile. We were best friends from kindergarten through 7th grade but grew apart as we were each finding 
ourselves.

It’s hard to communicate what our friendship was like to people who weren’t there. We were in love, in the way 
that only children can be. We were inseparable for many years. From kindergarten through 7th grade Jessie and 
I were attached at the hip. I was the goofy happy go lucky sidekick, and Jessie was the imaginative go-getting 
leader of the pack. There was honestly nothing we couldn’t do, and in particular, she couldn’t do. She was the 
sharpest and most devoted student in any class I shared with her. Even in middle school, she wasn’t the kind 
to simply sit there and drink the kool aid. She questioned everyone and everything. If she wasn’t the MVP on 
every team she was on, she was by far the most aggressive and energized.

Jessie and I shared tough spells in our childhoods. For me, it was my environment that seemed hostile. 
For Jessie it was her inner workings that seem to fight against her. Jessie gave me a home and helped me 
understand what family was in a time when family was all I wanted, but lacked. Her deep deep sense of loyalty 
was very powerful in its ability to push aside all other feelings. To Jake, Jon and Fran, I will never forget who 
Jessie was in all her complexities. Nor will I ever forget the home you gave me as a child.

Julian Evens PS 261 friend
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I met Jessie 8 years ago when she walked into my office 
at Murrow and joined the Intel Behavioral Science 
program, which I advised. She was easy to recognize from 
the essays she wrote for personal essay assignments. For 
curiosity she wrote about the inner workings of Hillary 
Clinton’s campaign for Senate (where she had been an 
intern); for work habits, on getting out the vote in Florida 
in 2004; for initiative she described the social activism 
club she founded at Murrow; and her inventiveness essay 
was on the playpen she built for her pet rabbit.

But Jessie was so much more than a student— through 
long email exchanges in her college years (she was very 
good at the lost art of letter writing) and then over coffees 
at Quathra, lunches at Picket Fence, and eventually drinks at 
Sycamore-I came to count her as one of my dearest friends. 
Her idealism was irrepressible, as were her willingness to 
translate her ideas into action, her persistence in the face of 
many obstacles, and her ability to grow. I have to admit, I was 
very worried when she became a teacher. Not every school 
is like Murrow, I had seen the NYC DOE life destroy many 
idealistic young people, and Jessie was quite idealistic. In my 
mind, idealism wasn’t enough. Being a good teacher requires 
a love of teaching itself, and I wasn’t sure Jessie had that. 
But the way she talked about her students, her frustration 

with the Hillcrest administration, and a video of her doing one 
on one tutoring with a struggling special education student 
convinced me otherwise. BSSJ was made for her— she 
would have gone so far. I will never forget some of the things 
her students at BSSJ wrote. In a short time she gave those 
kids so much strength and courage. Since I left Murrow in 
2009, I’ve only rarely wanted to go back to teaching, but 
hearing her students speak and considering her legacy gave 
me pause. Jessie’s influence will also be felt in lots of small 
and unexpected ways.

Her inspiration traveled a long way from here, and on 
a trip to Emirates last year I had the honor of meeting 
Jessie’s former summer camp roommate from Abu 
Dhabi who spoke so fondly and passionately of how 
much she admired Jessie’s tolerance and passion. 

Words can’t do justice to her life, but I think of a 
classmate who really captured who Jessie was. He 
wrote, “Friends, I know times are tough…but there 
is no reason that could prevent us from engaging in 
an act of kindness in her honor. Go vote, volunteer an 
hour. Something. Don’t just let this wave of sadness 
pass you by without bettering your community.” There 
is nothing more that Jessie would have asked of us.

Matt MacLean former Murrow High School teacher and friend
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Dear Ms. Kest, You were always so 

happy and sweet to everyone. You were 

a caring person who never gave up on 

me or other students, even when we 

were giving up on ourselves.

BSSJ student
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Like any person who knew you, there are things about you that I will miss. I’ll 

miss how you were the only person I know who shopped at “Hot Topics” at the 

Providence Place Mall. I’ll miss the way you called me “dude.” I’ll miss how 

you’d roll your eyes at Thanksgiving and ask if we could talk about something 

other than sports. 

What’s most amazing to me is how different we were, yet I connected with you 

in ways that I’ve never connected to another person. During the hardest times 

of my life, you were the one who pulled me through. When I felt like giving 

up, a phone call to you was all I needed. No matter what was wrong, what I 

was anxious about, or what I was feeling, you just…got me. You made me feel 

like everything was OK. You made me feel like I didn’t have to do it alone. You 

made me feel like I had a guardian angel.

Years removed from that time, I can honestly say that I am who I am today 

directly because of your unconditional love and support. I have learned so 

much from you and grown so much as a person through situations you led me 

through. But what I have chosen to remember about you is that you will never 

leave my side. Because of you, I can face my life without fear. And for that gift 

I am lucky to have had you in my life.

Matt Streich Jessie’s cousin
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Some of her students called a meeting of the student council to discuss how 

to honor her memory. They came up with the following: First, in the spirit of 

helping others in need, the students are gathering toiletries, books and baby 

toys for our shelter families. Second, they are collecting donations from the 

student body for the Sean Casey Animal Rescue organization. They plan an 

annual community service day in Jessie’s name and an annual award to the 

student who best exemplifies Jessie’s dedication to activism, community service, 

and selflessness. I have to tell you that this meeting brought tears to my eyes 

as well as many students. Your daughter’s work will live on at Hillcrest High 

School for years to come. That was always Jessie’s dream in the first place.

Brian Panepinto Hillcrest High School mentor

Jon,
I have no words which can express my sorrow. 
Jessie was very special to me and all others 
whose lives she touched,
My heart goes out to you and your family.
She was her father’s daughter.
I loved her dearly.

Steve Nislick NYCLASS co-founder
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 When I think of Jessie I remember what most 

people remember. She was incredibly smart, focused, 

driven, opinionated and passionate about her beliefs. 

I remember the day Mark Green won the primary. 

Jessie came bursting into class with a huge smile on 

her face saying, “He won!” (Jessie’s dad Jon Kest 

was field director for the campaign) Her classmates 

were a bit puzzled but that didn’t quell her enthu-

siasm. I loved hearing that she became a teacher. 

What a perfect fit for such unbridled enthusiasm and 

optimism. What a wonderful young woman she came 

to be. What a terrible loss for this world.

Rebecca Morrisey 8th grade History teacher

Acrylic on board by Jessie

jessie-book-final.indd   32 6/2/15   4:07 PM



Jessie was so pure of heart and compassionate. She loved animals, she loved 

people, she FELT injustice in her soul and was compelled to fight it. We argued 

constantly about cases and issues; I loved that she never simply accepted 

something because I said so, or another teacher said so. Arguing a point she 

felt passionate about, there would be this little twinkle in her eye that said, 

“it’s okay — I know I’m right and I forgive you for being wrong.” Jessie 

demanded the best from you. She made you want to be a better teacher. She 

made you want to be a better person… When she became a teacher, she went 

through much of the same anxiety that I did when I first taught. …I was so 

proud of her, of what she accomplished with her students, her dedication, her 

perseverance. Even though she sometimes felt she wasn’t getting it done, I can 

tell you with confidence that I’m sure she was. Her students at Hillcrest, and 

then at the Bushwick School for Social Justice were lucky to have Jessie. She 

was a shining star.

Susan Giberga Murrow High School Dean and “We the People Coach”
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“Do You Know” by Jessie
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I was classmates with Jessie at Penn. She and I were in an intensive writing 

seminar our senior year, and in that class me and the rest of the class fell in 

love with Jessie’s honesty, charisma,and unfailing passion and zest for life…

Yesterday a classmate reminded me of a story when we all went to our 

teacher’s poetry reading and Arvind walked out crying and Jessie followed 

him to console him. Jessie brought a cupcake and told him “everything is 

better with a cupcake.” She made him laugh in one of his darkest moments. 

She wasn’t just kind and compassionate, she was sharp and brave and brought 

humor and light to often heavy days and heavy talks and heavy times in that 

class…

Lauren Minskoff University of Pennsylvania classmate
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Excerpt from “Stop All the Clocks” 

W. H Auden

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone

Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone, 

Silence the pianos and with muffled drum

Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come

She was your North, your South, your East and West, 

She was your working week and Sunday rest

Your noon, your midnight, your talk and song;

We thought that love would last forever here on Earth,

we were wrong.
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I think we all know there are gifts we bring to this 
world, Jessie was by no far the exception. But I think 
the prize that Jessie brought to this world was her 
unlimited and unparalleled kindness. It was a kindness 
that she imparted to all kind, from her unwavering 
love of all animals, devotion to her friends, and really, 
just anyone who was in need. I can honestly say I 
don’t know anyone, and I probably will never come 
across anyone again in my life with that level of 
thoughtfulness, empathy, compassion, and heart that 
Jessie brought to this world. Indeed, we cannot forget 
she was raised this way. When my partner and I were 
thinking of getting a dog, Jessie independently put 
herself to the task. We were not sure and she pushed us 
by saying it would be a great experience. She found our 
dog for us and she was correct, in that the dog brought 
an abundance of joy into our lives.

I think we all know people who love animals more 
than human beings. Jessie was not one of those 
people. She valued her friendships insatiably and 
her kindness always extended, unrelentingly, to the 

marginalized. For those of us lucky to have know 
Jessie, we all experienced this kindness— it could be 
2:00 in the morning and if you were in trouble and 
just wanted to chat, she would insist on being there 
for you. She wanted to help anyone and everyone. If 
I had a wish that would be granted for Jessie while 
she was here with us, it would have been for her to be 
kinder to herself, to be less hard on herself and more 
confident in herself. We all know people we wish this 
for, certainly myself included at times. 

I was late for work a few times this week because I 
just couldn’t get out of bed, I was so grief struck over 
what happened to Jessie. I felt awful about being late 
to work but I thought about Jessie. Like her I need 
to learn to be less hard on myself, more at ease, less 
anxious and just chill. To not be 100%, 100% of the 
time…

Thank you Jessie. Thank you for coming into our 
lives to remind us what true kindness looks like— to 
remind us to be good to one another and to ourselves.

Elan Cohen University of Pennsylvania counselor
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After Jessie’s death over $22,000 was 
given to the Sean Casey Animal Shelter 
in Brooklyn. An additional $21,000 in 
contributions raised is housed at the 
Brooklyn Community foundation in the Jessie 
Streich-Kest Memorial Fund. Each year a  
scholarship is given to a deserving student 
from Edward R. Murrow High School (her 
alma mater), Hilllcrest High School where 
Jessie student taught, and the place where she 
began her teaching career— the Bushwick 
School for Social Justice. An additional 
$1,000 is donated yearly to a foundation 
called Positive Tails, set up by VERG, the 
Veterinary Emergency & Referral Group 
which helped nurse Jessie’s beloved dog Max 
back to health after Hurricane Sandy took 
Jessie and her friend Jacob’s lives.

Donations can be made online at: 
http://www.brooklyncommunityfoundation.org/
Jessie-Streich-Kest-Fund

Checks can be mailed to: 
Brooklyn Community Foundation 
1000 Dean Street, Suite 307  
Brooklyn, NY 11238 
Checks should be made out to Brooklyn 
Community Foundation and earmarked in the 
memo space as Jessie-Streich-Kest Memorial Fund. 

A special thank you to my wonderful colleague Margot Spindelman, 
artist extraordinaire, for her patience and wonderful design, graphic 
skills and editing eye in putting together this beautiful booklet 
(margotspindelman.com).  

Thanks to Oscar Rivera at the UFT for printing this book.  

Thank you to Barbara Gross and Gloria Caprio for your proofing.

A heartfelt thank you to all the family and friends who offered love and 
support to Jessie on her life’s journey, and to those who continue to 
support me and Jake.

jessie-book-final.indd   40 6/2/15   4:07 PM


