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Uncommon 
Good Students 
At The Top Of 
The Class
The numbers are in: Uncommon Good students are at the 

top of their class in four different area high schools, including 

Claremont High, where many of the wealthy from the region and 

professors from the local Claremont Colleges send their children. 

Here are the stories of these remarkable young people.

EMMANUEL

 Emmanuel is at the top of his 12th grade class at Bonita 

High School in the City of La Verne. While he was growing up, 

his little family of four was taken care of by his father, Edgar, a 

healthy young man brimming with energy and vitality who liked 

to run marathons. Edgar had served in the U.S. Army in Korea 

and then had gone to college at California 

MED program dentist, Dr. Mehdi Mohammadi, with a homeless patient

Uncommon Good Education Programs Director Carlos Carrillo with his student, Emmanuel, who is at 

the head of his class at Bonita High School [continued on page 5]

[continued on page 7
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Both love and tragedy have a way of expanding the heart. I had a vivid experience of this 

during a recent visit to Dr. Mehdi Mohammadi, a dentist in our Medicine for the Economically 

Disadvantaged (MED) program. This is a program that helps young health practitioners repay 

their sky high school loans so that they can afford to work in community clinics serving the 

poor. Generous funding by the California Community Foundation and The California Wellness 

Foundation make the program, and the work of these wonderful doctors, possible. 

 Mehdi’s  nonprofit clinic, the Center for Community Health, sits in the heart of the 50 

block Skid Row at 5th and San Pedro Streets in downtown Los Angeles, where 1,800  of the city’s 

50,000 homeless people sleep on the streets each night. The tents of the homeless stretch down 

5th Street as far as the eye can see, and homeless people crowd 
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Uncommon Good students meet with CA Environmental Protection Agency 

representatives

Teresa, winner in the main course category of Uncommon Good’s Iron Chef cooking 

contest in which contestants compete using our farm produce
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Our Teen Green kids did an amazing job October 26th representing us and 

their community at a meeting held by the California Environmental Protection 

Agency (Cal EPA). Teen Green is Uncommon Good’s youth environmental 

leadership and community service club.  

 At the meeting, our Teen Green student leaders communicated about 

environmental problems in their neighborhoods involving solid waste, water 

quality, air quality, and pesticides. Cal EPA will be launching a Task Force in 

Pomona to address environmental issues in the community and Teen Green 

leaders have voted to make this project a priority to ensure the youth voice in 

Pomona continues to be heard in these important matters.

Other priorities the Teen Green club has identified for itself for this academic 

year are:

1. Exploring the relationship between global warming, weather  

 patterns and natural disasters

2. Environmental racism, especially at the local level with an  

 emphasis on local government policies and zoning regulations

3. Tongva elder wisdom regarding the environment

4. Waste, especially that in the food and the “fast fashion” industries

5. Federal environmental politics and policy

6. Pollution

1.  Connect to College/CAUSA (CCC): Over 1,000 low-income students and 

their parents are served through CCC. Starting in the 4th grade, students are 

given one-to-one mentoring, tutoring, educational enrichment, leadership 

training, community service opportunities, and extensive help preparing for 

and applying to college. Parents are provided with social services, educational 

opportunities, and leadership training. 100% of Uncommon Good students 

go to college, even as 41.5% of their socio-economic peers are dropping out 

of high school. The CAUSA component of the program is an urban farm 

enterprise that produces organically grown fruits and vegetables for CCC 

families and the community at large. It also provides real world learning 

opportunities for CCC students and parents in the areas of ecology, health, and 

running a small business. 

2.  Medicine for the Economically Disadvantaged (MED): This program helps 

idealistic doctors, dentists, pharmacists and optometrists repay their sky-high 

educational loans so that they can accept the lowest paying jobs in the medical 

profession, those serving the poor in community clinics throughout the 

southland. MED also has a health career pipeline component through which 

Uncommon Good students are introduced to careers in medicine and helped 

to prepare for and to apply to medical school. 

3.  Whole Earth Building (WEB): This is Uncommon Good’s office, a beautiful 

first-of-its-kind green building that was constructed by hand using little more 

than on-site earth, by Uncommon Good staff, children, parents, and hundreds 

of community members. It continues to receive visitors from every continent 

(except Antarctica!) who come to learn how to create buildings that keep 

people safe from natural disasters and do not harm the earth.  

Uncommon Good Students Advise the 
CA Environmental Protection Agency

Uncommon 
Good’s 
Programs
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The children of Uncommon Good farmer, Jose Garcia, at the CMC Halloween party
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A year ago Uncommon Good formed the Immigration Task Force of the Pomona Valley to provide much needed services to the regional immigrant community. It 

currently has 201 members. The Task Force over the past year has posted the following accomplishments:

1. Provided targeted legal services

2. Fundraised for DACA renewal applications for students brought to this country as babies or young children

3. Held Know Your Rights sessions on topics ranging from what to do if immigration agents come to the home, how to set up guardianships for minor  

 children in the event of a parent’s deportation, and how to prepare financially for the deportation of a parent. Films are being made of these 

presentations  

 which will be shared with other organizations serving immigrants.

4. Created a referral list of trusted immigration attorneys

5. Informed the community about developments in immigration law, legislation and public policy

6. Created a resource directory of social services and mental health resources

7. Created and trained an emergency response team

8. Co-sponsored an immigration hot line

9. Launched art and media projects for immigrant children and adults

Currently the group is organizing a voter registration drive for this winter with a special emphasis on registering eligible voters in the immigrant community.  

….. for the students in Uncommon Good’s Connect to College Mentoring Program.  Nearly 150 of our students had a frighteningly good time trick or treating at 

the Claremont McKenna College apartments with their mentors and families.  Adding to the fun were spooky games, face painting, piñatas, and more.  Thanks 

to CMC Student Apartment RAs, Caballeros service group, and Uncommon Good intern Grace Reckers from Scripps College, for their support coordinating this 

eight-year tradition.  

Uncommon Good Forms 
Immigration Task Force

Halloween Was a Real Treat...
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Family Turns Vegan to Save Dad’s Eyesight

About ten years ago, the doctors in our Medicine for the Economically 

Disadvantaged program who work in community clinics throughout 

the Southland, started telling us that for the first time they were seeing 

patients suffering both from malnutrition and obesity, often coupled with diabetes. 

In severe cases, these patients were going blind or suffering amputations of 

gangrenous limbs. Some privileged people were quick to point the finger at the 

poor, saying that these conditions resulted from ignorance or an addiction to 

junk food. However, we knew there was another explanation. While it is true 

that the popular Mexican diet has unhealthy elements, such as pork and lard, 

it is also a fact that most of the Latino immigrants we serve were coming from 

agrarian communities and they knew all about healthy fruits and vegetables. 

However, in the cities of this country, they are unable to grow their own produce 

and can’t afford to purchase enough 

fruits and vegetables (to say nothing 

of organically grown produce) to 

feed their families here due to their 

poverty. As a result, they live on 

cheap carbohydrates that sate hunger 

but lead to the triple scourges of 

malnutrition, obesity and diabetes. 

 These were some of the 

considerations that inspired us and 

our Uncommon Good families to 

start our urban farming venture eight 

years ago. Through this program, now 

called CAUSA (Community Alliance 

for Urban Sustainable Agriculture), 

parents with farming experience 

grow fruits and vegetables organically 

and glean additional fruit from our 

community partners. Half of what 

is grown is given to the families in 

our program who otherwise could not afford a steady diet of fresh produce, and 

the other half is sold to the community to create a partial income stream for the 

program. Uncommon Good also features parent-led classes on diabetes prevention 

and management, and healthy cooking. In addition, we have partnered with 

students from Keck Graduate School to conduct a diabetes clinic for our families 

where they can be tested and given information about the illness. 

 The Portillo Family has a son in our education program, and the parents,  

Mario and Ana, are two of our parent leaders. Recently Mario started having vision 

problems. Eventually he suffered a hemorrhage in one of his eyes that threatened 

to leave the eye blind. He was diagnosed as a diabetic and was told that the 

hemorrhage was a result of this illness. His A1C level (a measure of blood glucose) 

was a whopping 12. (A normal A1C reading is 5.7 or below.) His eye was operated 

on and his doctor told him in passing to exercise and eat a healthy diet, though 

what that was exactly for a diabetic was not explained to him. He also was told 

that he was in danger of hemorrhaging in his other eye. 

 Mario and Ana decided to educate themselves about diabetes and learn 

what diet would be best to preserve Mario’s vision, and the health of the rest of the 

family as well. Their research led them to the conclusion that a vegan diet would 

be their best line of defense against the illness. Ana, a great cook of classic Mexican 

cuisine, examined the family’s eating habits and began to adapt traditional recipes 

to make them healthy, removing the meat, cheese, lard and empty calories. She 

was assisted in this effort by having access to the organically grown produce of 

Uncommon Good’s farm program.

 After just a few months on a vegan diet, Mario returned to the doctor and 

found that his A1C level had plummeted from 12 to 7. His doctor was amazed 

and asked him how he did it. (For previously diagnosed diabetics, 7 is the target 

number that they are told to try to reach.) The fact that Mario was able to achieve 

this through diet greatly impressed his physician. 

 The Portillo parents now look back at the culture of their home countries 

through a new lens. Ana is from Mexico and Mario is from El Salvador. Mario told us:

 “My dad is here in the U.S. now and is 65, overweight, diabetic, and has 

trouble walking because of the nerve pain in his feet from the diabetes. He says he 

doesn’t understand it because when he was young he was healthy and couldn’t put 

on a pound. But think about it: When he was a kid he walked to school every day, 

came home and played two hours of soccer, then chopped wood and did other 

chores, had a dinner of rice and beans and vegetables, then played another hour of 

soccer! On Sundays instead of rice and beans there would be beans and rice! There 

was very little meat. One chicken a month would be shared by many families. One 

family would get the neck, one the feet, and many others would share the breast, 

so that everyone could have a little flavor of meat in their rice. The same with 

beef – we would only eat it maybe a couple of times a year. No wonder Dad was 

healthy then!”

 The Portillo Family children, Mario Jr. and Laura, are learning along with 

their parents. Laura recently competed in Uncommon Good’s Iron Chef Cook 

Off contest with a vegetable stir fry dish. The entire family has learned not only 

about the benefits to themselves of a vegan diet, but the benefit to animals and the 

planet as well. They have learned about the terrible suffering of farm animals in the 

agriculture and dairy industries, and this has given them an additional reason to 

change their eating habits. Most recently, when their children reported that there 

were no vegetarian options in the school lunch program, Ana joined with other 

parents to demand changes in the school cafeterias. And last but not least, we have 

asked Ana to share the traditional recipes that she is modifying with other families in 

our program who are on the same path to renewed health through healthy eating.  

The vegan Portillo Family

Uncommon Good’s healthy cooking class led by parent leader Maria Rodriguez

Keck Graduate Institute students who organized a diabetes clinic for Uncommon 

Good families
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Laura Portillo with her vegetable stir-fry 

entry in Uncommon Good’s Iron Chef 

cooking contest
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Ximena, top student in her class at Montclair High School

Michelle, who is at the top of her tenth grade class at Claremont High School

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
an

cy
 M

in
tie

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
an

cy
 M

in
tie

Polytechnic University in Pomona. Emmanuel looked up to his dad and treasured 

their time together, especially watching Laker basketball games together from the 

comfort of his parents’ big bed. 

 However, when the Great Recession sent the economy reeling, Edgar 

became unemployed for a period of two years. This was very hard on the family 

since Edgar’s mother Maria did not speak English, did not have a driver’s license, 

and had had no education beyond the sixth grade. But things started looking up 

when Emmanuel turned 12 and his dad found a new job that paid very well. A 

couple of months after starting his new employment, though, Edgar came down 

with a cold. Shockingly, two weeks later, he was dead. 

 The family spiraled into extreme poverty, with Maria, Emmanuel and 

his brother all trying to live just on their father’s Social Security. Emmanuel’s 

childhood was over. He had to translate all business and medical documents and 

appointments for his mother. He spent hours waiting for buses to get him where 

he needed to go. He fell asleep at night to the sound of his mother’s sobbing. He 

spiraled into depression and let his studies go. He feared that he was stuck in a life 

of poverty that would never end.

 Uncommon Good stepped in with financial literacy training for Maria, 

and counseling and social services for the family. An uncle reached out to 

Emmanuel and started to send him issues of Success Magazine, a periodical that 

featured the stories of people who overcame obstacles in their lives. Often the 

successful people profiled were underrepresented minorities. Emmanuel devoured 

the stories and began to imagine that he could create a better life for himself as 

they had done.

“I also wanted to do something that would make my mom feel better and 

stop crying,” Emmanuel told me. “I knew that if I did well in school she 

would be happy about that.”

 In addition, he entered Uncommon Good’s educational program and was 

given a mentor, Renzo, an outgoing Claremont Colleges student who became a 

substitute father figure. Renzo took Emmanuel to his job at City of Hope, advised 

him about high school and college, and took him to activities on the college 

campuses until he left to go to medical school in New York.

 As a result of these developments, Emmanuel was able to rally. He applied 

himself to his studies, taking as many as six rigorous Advanced Placement classes 

at a time at his high school. Putting in between 3 and 4.5 hours of homework a 

night, Emmanuel excelled. His favorite subjects are math and physics. 

“I like math because of the certainty of having the right answers,” he told 

me. “And math and physics are the foundation of everything everywhere. 

They make me see the world through a different perspective, on a deeper 

level. When I see a fountain now I also see the parabola formed by the 

water.” (Author’s confession: I had to look up what a “parabola” was.)

 

Emmanuel wants to be a civil engineer. Uncommon Good is helping him with his 

applications to various colleges, including Harvey Mudd College in Claremont, the 

top ranked undergraduate engineering school in the country. His goal is to be able 

to have interesting work that pays well enough for him to live comfortably and 

help his family. 

 XIMENA

 Fifteen-year-old Ximena did not come to this country until she was in the 

third grade. Her father, Juan, had grown up as one of ten children in a family on a 

ranch in Aguascalientes (Hot Springs) Mexico. When he became an adult, he came 

to the U.S. looking for work. Once he established himself here in construction 

and became a citizen, he sent for his wife and children. When they arrived, none 

of them spoke English. Ximena was put into a school in which all of the classes 

were taught in English. Fortunately, one teacher took a special interest in her and 

after school started to teach her the basics of English by going through the books 

that the kindergarteners used. Remarkably, a year later Ximena was certified as a 

competent English speaker and eligible for advanced classes. However, there were 

no openings in the advanced classes and so she had to wait another year for those 

opportunities. 

 Ximena’s favorite subject is math which she considers fun. “Math is my 

best friend because numbers don’t change,” she told me.  In the 4th and 5th grade 

she earned a perfect score in math on the state administered tests. One of her 

favorite films is “Hidden Figures” the story of the African-American women math 

whizzes who were indispensable to the NASA space program in the 1960’s despite 

severe racial and gender discrimination. 

 Excelling in all of her subjects, not just math, Ximena is the top student 

in her class at Montclair High School. She studies 4.5 hours a night but still finds 

time to do community service. She has worked on the Special Olympics, food 

drives and fund raising for UNICEF through the Kiwanis Key Club. She serves 

on her school’s Renaissance Club which organizes recognition events for the most 

outstanding students and staff. She has studied dance and appeared in her school’s 

production of “The Lion King, Jr.” She has also studied violin, played soccer, and 

even has time to read for fun. 

 Here at Uncommon Good Ximena has had a mentor who was a Pitzer 

College student who was her confidante and introduced her to college life. She’s 

made friends with other students who are focused on academic success. Now that 

she is a sophomore, Uncommon Good is helping her to explore different college 

options. I am sure that by this time two years from now the college offers will be 

pouring in for this incredible young woman.

 MICHELLE

 Many of Michelle’s classmates at Claremont High School were born 

on Easy Street. The children of well-to-do and highly educated parents, these 

students have had every life and academic advantage 

Uncommon Good Students At The Top Of The Class (con’t. from page 1)

[continued on page 6]
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Uncommon Good Students At The Top Of The Class (con’t. from page 5)

she has had mentors who were Claremont College students, and one who was 

a retired librarian.  Her mentors taught her that going to college was a natural 

progression and not an alien experience. She took advantage of our educational 

enrichment activities, such as our music mentoring program. Through that 

program she learned to play the piano and now is paying it forward by teaching 

younger Uncommon Good students to play. 

 Uncommon Good also helped Michelle through two crises in her young 

life. A good student and slight of build, Michelle was subject to bullying in 

elementary school. The anxiety caused her to lose 20 pounds in one year from 

her already tiny frame. Uncommon Good’s Carlos Carrillo came to the rescue, 

with counseling for the family and encouragement for Michelle to get involved 

in our writing and music programs.  Michelle rallied, but then in 7th grade she 

missed three months of school when a sinus infection spread to her eye and she 

was hospitalized. Uncommon Good helped her obtain a tutor and catch up on 

her schoolwork when she returned to school. “There are still a few gaps in my 

knowledge from that time, though,” she admits. “I still don’t really understand 

what the crusades were!” 

 In addition to her demanding studies, Michelle makes time to help in her 

community. Through the Kiwanis Key Club she serves food in a homeless shelter 

and helps with pancake breakfast fundraisers for the Kiwanis’ good works. 

 Michelle’s favorite subject is math, but when asked what she would like 

to do with her life, she smiled gently then gave a response different from most 

math students. “I would like to help people in need and spread kindness,” she said 

simply.

NOHEMI

 

 That Nohemi is a top student isn’t too surprising once you know that 

interest in women’s education goes back in her family all the way to her maternal 

great-grandmother, Paula, down through her grandmother, Maria, and on through 

her mother, Laura. Great-grandmother Paula lived in the little Mexican village of 

Jamay, which borders the beautiful lake Laguna de Chapala. When she was raising 

her family there, the local school only went up to the 5th grade.  Most of the poor 

could not afford schooling in those days, especially for girls who were expected 

to stay home and help their mothers. However, Great-grandmother Paula valued 

education so much that she made her children, including her daughters, repeat 

the 5th grade three years in a row in an effort to get them as much schooling 

as possible. This led the local town officials to realize that there was a need and 

demand for more levels of classes. So after Paula’s daughter, Maria, had attended 

5th grade three times, the young girl was appointed the teacher for the newly 

established 6th grade even though she was a mere fifteen-years-old. By the time 

Maria’s daughter, Laura, was growing up, she was able to go all the way through 

high school and then get additional instruction to become a lab technician in a 

hospital. Even after she married her husband, a truck driver, and moved to the 

United States, she enrolled in a local community college so that she could get 

more education to qualify to work here as a substitute teacher. 

  Now Nohemi is continuing the maternal family tradition of female 

education by throwing herself into a whirlwind of studies and extracurricular 

activities, with an eye towards eventually going into the medical field. She reminds 

me of an observation once made by my 7th grade teacher, that as unfair as it 

seems, the students who are good at one thing tend to be good at everything.

 In addition to being at the top of her junior year class at Ganesha High 

School, Nohemi is passionate about music. She played violin in elementary 

school and now plays the alto sax and drums for her school band. It is quite a 

commitment. She starts each weekday with a 7am band practice, takes a band 

class, practices with the band after school until 5pm and often has practice for 

2-3 hours on Saturday in addition to performing at school games, concerts and 

competitions. She also has offered to take over the leadership of Uncommon 

Good’s student band this coming summer.

 Somehow, she fits in being an altar server at her church, doing 

community service with the California Scholarship Federation and the National 

Honors Society, being a member of the Speech and Debate Team, and being 

the president of her school’s Latina Club, which promotes cultural pride, does 

toy drives for local underprivileged children at Christmas, and holds a banquet 

honoring their mothers on Mothers’ Day. 

 Here at Uncommon Good Nohemi has enjoyed having a mentor, 

Kathleen, a young woman who was like the older sister that Nohemi never had. 

Kathleen helped her get familiar with college life and has preceded her into 

medical school. Now Nohemi is getting ready to tour colleges and start on the 

college application process. 

 The last question I asked each of our four student interviewees was what 

advice they would have for a student who was thinking about applying for the 

Uncommon Good program. All four of them gave the same three word response: 

“Go for it!”  

their entire lives. Yet our Michelle is at the top of her 11th grade class. 

 Michelle’s mother is from Mexico City and never had the opportunity to 

go to college. Her father is from Laredo, Texas, and is a tradesman. Even though 

her parents aren’t rich PhDs,  Michelle did have the advantage of joining the 

Uncommon Good educational program when she was in the 4th grade. Here 

Laguna de Chapala in Jamay, Mexico, Nohemi’s ancestral homeland

Nohemi and her mother, Laura

Nohemi and her brother, Mauricio, in their band uniforms

Ph
ot

o 
by

 G
ar

ci
a-

So
to

 F
am

ily

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
an

cy
 M

in
tie

Ph
ot

o 
by

 G
ar

ci
a-

So
to

 F
am

ily



7

Healing The Homeless (con’t. from page 1)

 “Ok, stop,” I said. “You have four degrees from four countries and are 

working on a fifth degree. You speak four languages, including the all important 

language for Los Angeles, Spanish. You have a child, a seriously ill wife, and 

between you and her you owe $377,088 in educational debt. You could practice 

anywhere and make a very comfortable living. What are you doing down here in 

the heart of the misery of Skid Row, working for the lowest wages in the health 

care system?” 

 Mehdi responded by thanking us and our funders for our all important 

help repaying his dental school debt. He then told us about his experiences in 

India:

 “That’s where I saw extreme poverty for the first time,” he explained. In 

Iran, even though many people live modestly, there is enough oil money so that 

you don’t have severe poverty. But in India I volunteered to assist with a mobile 

dentistry van that went into a very poor rural area in southern India where 

people had no access to medical care at all and couldn’t even afford one full meal 

a day. We did very simple procedures for them and I realized how such simple 

things could make a huge difference. I realized that I could really make people 

happy in this profession. 

 “Then, coming to Los Angeles, I saw that extreme poverty existed here, 

too, as well as lots of barriers to care. For example, one of my patients was a 

poor man in his forties. He hadn’t been to the dentist since he was five-years-old. 

Because of his poverty and lack of care he had multiple infections in his mouth, 

needed teeth pulled, and needed partial dentures. His dental problems were so 

severe that he couldn’t get a job. He was terrified of seeing a dentist. In several 

prior attempts he had gone to a dentist but had bolted out of the chair after only 

two minutes because his fear was so great.  So I decided to just sit down and 

listen to him. Over the course of four appointments, I just listened to him tell me 

about his bad experiences and fears. Then I just started taking tiny little steps to 

begin his care, explaining everything that I was doing. At last he was able to let 

me do the work he needed. Today, now that his mouth is healthy, he has both a 

job and a girlfriend. 

 “So basically it really makes me happy to be able to make other people 

so happy.”

 We ended our visit by taking a photo of Mehdi with one of his patients, 

a one-handed homeless man with only two visible top teeth. Both smiled 

radiantly and my heart at once both broke and expanded.  

the sidewalks, some missing limbs and some in wheelchairs.  I was visiting the 

clinic with Uncommon Good board member Michael Fay, on a day in which 

the temperature reached 100 degrees. It was particularly heartbreaking, as we 

walked the street together, that each of the homeless people who talked to us 

said something courteous as we wended our way through the crowds. I couldn’t 

believe that people who obviously were suffering severely from exposure to the 

heat, hunger, thirst, illness and despair would offer a polite word to two better-

off strangers walking through their midst. 

 We entered the clinic through the “doctor’s entrance” just off of 5th 

Street and past three overflowing dumpsters. Inside was a winding warren of tiny 

offices and exam spaces that seemed to stretch, maze-like, for half a city block. 

Just as we stepped in the door there was a power failure that knocked out all the 

lights. Fortunately the lighting was restored soon thereafter and we were able 

to locate our interview subject, Dr. Mehdi. He greeted us warmly with a gentle 

smile that immediately made us feel welcome. 

 His full name is the melodious Mohammad Mehdi Mohammadi, but 

everyone at the clinic seems to call him simply Mehdi. He told us that he grew 

up in a sleepy little Iranian town near the Caspian Sea, where the sidewalks 

were empty by 5pm. As a child he had a crooked tooth and a kind family dentist 

helped him to get it straightened. This kindness touched him and he decided 

that when he grew up he wanted to become a dentist and help people as he had 

been helped. However, after completing his undergraduate studies he found that 

there were extremely limited opportunities to study dentistry in Iran. So he went 

to a nearby country, India, to get his dental training.  There he met and married 

his wife, Gurpreet, who also was a dental student. They returned to Iran to set 

up a practice, but found that Iranians were not comfortable being treated by 

Gurpreet because she was a Sikh. This was regarded with suspicion in the largely 

Muslim country of Iran. 

 So the couple moved to Britain where Mehdi obtained a Masters degree 

in public health. Then, after working for a year, they decided to relocate to the 

United States. There they found that despite having degrees from Iran, India and 

England, they could not practice dentistry in the U.S. without a degree from this 

country. So back to school they went, to the Ostrow School of Dentistry at USC. 

This was a time both of blessing and tragedy for the couple. Their daughter, 

Zoya, was born, but then Gurpreet was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis. She 

had to drop out of the rigors of dental school due to her illness.

 After graduating with a U.S. dental degree, Mehdi accepted a job with 

the nonprofit Center for Community Health, serving the people of Skid Row. 

When he was hired in 2012 he was the only dentist serving up to 50 patients a 

day. Mercifully, the clinic now has two more dentists. In addition to treating his 

patients, Mehdi helps to train dental students and inspires them to consider a 

career serving the poor in the community clinic system. As if all that were not 

enough, he also has returned to school to get a degree in geriatric dentistry. 

 “Because the lives of homeless people are so hard, they age rapidly,” he 

explained. They often have very complex interrelated medical problems. The 

same person can be undergoing kidney dialysis, chemotherapy and be HIV 

positive. As a result, their care is very complicated. I wanted to learn more about 

that so that I could be an even better dentist for them.”

The street outside Dr. Mehdi’s clinic

Dr. Mehdi with a patient
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