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Julie A. Dunfey '76 — You rarely seek out the limelight. Accepting this award may seem contrary 

to your nature, but friends and colleagues agree: You are most deserving. You have been a part of 

the Academy community for nearly 45 years — as a student, parent, alumni volunteer and member 

of the Trustees, which you served for more than a decade with an extraordinary level of dedication. 

During four years as vice president of the Trustees, you were a quiet leader who combined humility 

and empathy with an unwavering commitment to doing what was right and best for the Academy.  

 

You came to Exeter in 1972, during the third year of coeducation. A pioneer, you were one of just 

10 prep girls, all day students. Eager to embrace the full Exeter experience, you moved into 

Bancroft Hall the following year. You were a dorm proctor, varsity tennis player and captain of 

the girls varsity basketball team. Disarmingly intelligent, kind, athletic, you moved among various 

social groups with ease. A former teacher notes: “Julie has a sensitivity about people. She 

genuinely likes other people and draws them in … and she nurtures and develops deep loyalty with 

them.”  

 

After earning an undergraduate degree from Dartmouth and a master’s degree in history from 

Stanford, you went to work for Florentine Films, where you found your life’s calling as an award-

winning producer of documentaries, working closely with filmmaker Ken Burns. Although a lover 

of history, you praise the Academy for understanding that “when it comes to making decisions, 

it’s not about where we’ve been … it’s always about what’s great for the future.”  

 

You admired Principal Emerita Kendra Stearns O’Donnell’s vision for bringing more women into 

leadership positions. During her tenure as principal, you took a renewed interest in the future of 

the Academy, becoming a member of several alumni committees before your appointment as a 

trustee in 1995. From your earliest days on the board, you commanded the respect of your peers. 

Never a Harkness warrior, you listen more than you speak, but you are a person of firm convictions 

and your words, once spoken, carry enormous weight. A fellow trustee remembers you as “the 

iron fist in the velvet glove … quietly exercising her good judgment and good opinions.” 

 

As a trustee, you were active on numerous committees and served in a variety of leadership roles. 

As vice president, you coupled a passion for good governance with an understanding of the 

structures and procedures needed to ensure the smooth running of the board and exceptional work 

going forward. An Exeter colleague called you the “moderator of the flow, the tempo, and the 

spirit of the board.” 

 

Working closely with Jim Rogers ’63, you exemplified the merits of leadership through 

partnership, and you agree that yours was a match made in heaven: As president, Rogers was the 

public face of the board and you were the unseen “glue that held the whole community together,” 

in Principal Emeritus Ty Tingley’s words. Together, you and Jim codified the nominating 

procedures and developed a formal orientation process for new trustees, enabling them to be 

effective from their very first meeting. 

 

Julie, you are a storyteller and historian at heart. You have a consummate ability to listen well, 

distill essential themes, and create a respectful environment among people who hold diverse 

opinions — all while weaving together the numerous strands needed to bring a project to fruition. 
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Such qualities contributed to the successful passage in the 1990s of a same-sex partner housing 

policy for faculty, which you helped to spearhead. In the face of a controversial decision, you were 

instrumental in making every constituent feel heard. “If Julie felt someone’s feathers getting 

ruffled,” recalls Tingley, “she would sit down and listen to their ideas and try to reach some sort 

of consensus.” Your efforts paid off in unanimous support from the board; a policy that later served 

as a model to other independent schools; and the continued enrollment of even those students 

whose families had initially been opposed to the policy. 

 

Julie, surely your spirit of service was influenced by your parents, Ruth and William Dunfey, who 

received the Founder’s Day Award in 1991 for their longtime support of the Academy and their 

efforts to enhance the status of women within the community. In 2000, you established the Dunfey 

Fund for Politics and Public Policy at Exeter to encourage the active engagement of students in 

the democratic process. The fund honors the memory of your parents, while also promoting an 

ideal you came to understand “first as a student and more so as a trustee that where you come from 

doesn’t matter. It’s about the ideas you bring to the table and what you contribute to the community 

that matters.”  

 

Julie, for the ideas you bring to the table, and for your vision and quiet determination to do what 

is best for the Academy and future Exonians, it is our honor to present to you the 2016 Founder’s 

Day Award.  

 


