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TOPICS - Patrick Gaston, A Success Story At Verizon 
Foundation How the Philanthropic Body Is Helping To Change 
Face Of Education’ 

By Tony Best 
 

The overarching forces that propel people 
to great heights are seizing opportunities 
and climbing on the shoulders of others. 
 
“We talk about standing on people’s 
shoulders and we all do,” asserted Patrick 
Gaston, President of the Verizon 
Foundation, one of the 15 largest 
corporate foundations in America with an 
annual budget of $75 million and a corpus 
of $435 million. “We are the beneficiaries 
of people who worked hard.” 

 
One such person in Gaston’s life was his Haitian mother, who 
believed in the importance of education in her children’s future 
growth and development, long after they had left the family nest, 
so to speak. 
 
“We certainly are standing on the shoulders of strong parents, who 
came and sacrificed in the way that they did,” he told a largely 
immigrant audience at a meeting of the New York Carib News 
Editorial Board on a recent weekday in Manhattan. “In a sense, 
that background shapes my values to a certain extent.” 
And it – a mix of a commitment to educational achievement, an 
intense desire for community involvement and a penchant to find 
ways to give something back to society – contributes to how he 
functions at the Verizon Foundation as to the way he set about 
developing the philanthropic institution’s strategy; its approach to 
grant-giving; and the various initiatives which give purpose and 
meaning to the Foundation’s very existence when it comes to core 
issues such as education, literacy, family safety and health, and 
employee volunteerism. 
 
Born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti’s French-speaking capital, Gaston 
along with his siblings – three sisters—and father emigrated from 
his homeland in the late 1960s to join their “matriarch,” the mother 
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came to the U.S. first, worked as a domestic in Boston, paved the 
way for the others, and managed to put it together. 
 
“Like a lot of West Indian families, it’s a matriarch. The men may 
be too proud to do that kind of work but my mother came out (first 
in 1965 from Haiti) and then within two years, my three sisters and 
I and my father came to the United States where I went to 
grammar school and great portion of high school,” he recalled. 
 
But with an eye on education and the need for him to a bilingual 
education – English and French—she sent him to Montreal, the 
center of French culture in Canada, to be immersed in that 
language and the culture. 
 
“Most of my high school work was done in Montreal because at 
the time working class people like my mother knew the value of 
education and had a sense that I wasn’t going to get the kind of 
education that was required in French to be successful or to be 
viewed as successful” by remaining in Boston, he said. 
 
The rest, as they say, is history, 
 
He built on that early foundation, if you will, first earning a 
Bachelor’s degree in management from the University of 
Massachusetts and later a Master’s in business administration from 
NortheasternUniversity also in Boston as well as an international 
certificate in business from France’s Ecole Superieure de 
Commerce in Reims. He then worked his way up through what is 
now Verizon. After more than two decades, beginning as an 
assistant manager at the then New England Telephone and holding 
a succession of managerial positions in human resources, market, 
strategic planning, government relations and operations, he now 
stands at the pinnacle of a major foundation. 
 
Actually, the Verizon Foundation is an amalgam of charitable 
entities whose integration he directed after Verizon acquired them 
from the former GTE, Bell Atlantic, and MCI. 
 
“While the other executives and our employees were engaged in 
integrating the company and making it work more efficiently, I 
was doing so at the Foundation,” he pointed out. 
 
“Throughout my entire career or the 17 jobs I have had at the 
various companies that now make up Verizon the thing I have 
always tried to do is to do the work and do it well, to do it in a way 
that’s respectful to me and to the people with whom I work,” he 
said. 
 
A key motivating factor too is fairness. 
 
“I always saw the need to do it fairly,” he told the editorial board 
that consists of community representatives, consular officials, 
corporate executives, editors and others. “It was probably because 
of where I came from, to ensure that people were being provided 
opportunities and that there was an equitable way of dealing with 
issues and people” that he and Foundation stand in such a crucial 
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climate. 
 
Small wonder, then, that the desire for equity and opening doors to 
opportunities to people who need them the most have helped to 
shape Verizon Foundation in general and its education initiative, 
Thinkfinity. Org, which uses high technology to provide more than 
55,000 free educational and literacy resources –lesson plans and 
materials to teachers, parents and students in different parts of the 
country. 
 
Whether it is through grants donated to schools, colleges, institutes 
and community organization which amount to $67.4 million, of 
which more than $34 million is contributed to advancing education 
and literacy, not to mention the $5.5 million donated to help stem 
the scourge of domestic violence or the almost $2 million given to 
health care programs, that Verizon has earned such a bright image. 
 
If members of the Editorial Board left 90-minute session in mid-
Manhattan with a feeling that Gaston, the Foundation and others at 
Verizon were passionate about education and helping people, then 
they were right. 
 
In his case, he traces that passion right back to his mother, on 
whose shoulders he unashamedly says he stands. 
 
“I am passionate about education and there is a reason why I am 
passionate about it,” he said. “The thing that my mother did in 
investing in us and sacrificing in the way that she did was to 
provide us with an opportunity to get an education. I know that if 
anything you have it must be an education in order to succeed in 
this country. We at Verizon believe we must do that very well. We 
are also into the literacy space which is very much the 
underpinnings of education.” 
 
In addition to his own motivation, Al Browne, a key Foundation 
executive with a background in community development and “who 
knows how to make things happen” makes an essential 
contribution to the overall effort, said Gaston. 
 
He ensures things get done. 
 
“We have a team of about 19 people who are working hard to 
transform the way that Corporate America and Verizon approach 
this education initiative,” he pointed out. “We are looking 
primarily at the K-12th grade space. But we do support higher 
education. So while we do domestic violence, a key element is 
education.” 
 
He traced much of the history of Thinkfinity to “Marco Polo, a 
program first undertaken by MCI and offered on a website. 
Basically, it was an academic resource that included lesson plans, 
student “interactives" and other useful “tools” designed for 
teachers in the classroom. 
 
After taking a hard look at Marco Polo and deciding “yes it made 
sense” to expand and improve it, Verizon upgraded, “rebranded it 

Page 3 of 5Carib World Radio

3/17/2008http://caribworldradio.com/9.htm



and incorporated the very robust literacy resources we already had, 
brought in new partners, like the Smithsonian and Pro-Literacy 
Worldwide, the National Center for Family literacy, all of which 
came together and formed a consortium of 11 partners that are 
developing the standards-based content that we are now offering 
up to teachers, parents, to students and after-school programs.” 
 
What then is different between then and now? 
 
Gaston who sits on the Boards of a long list of influential national, 
state and international institutions, including National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People, America’s Charities, the 
American Foundation of the University of the West Indies, the 
World Institute on Disability and the Conference Board 
Contributing Council, said that the initiative’s reach was far 
greater than before; the focus was more on teachers; and literacy 
content was vital to the process. 
 
“Literacy is particularly important, say for the Haitian Diaspora, 
the new Haitian immigrants, there is an issue about language 
skills,” he pointed. “So we have literacy content that goes from 
kindergarten to adult literacy. We have a more expansive offering 
in terms of people’s lives. So you can see the strategy, which is 
making sure you acquire the fundamental skills and guess what: 
there is something in math, science and everything else.” 
 
In essence, it’s comprehensive. 
 
Just last week, the Foundation gave a grant to the New York 
Institute of Technology and the New York StateTeachersCenter to 
train teachers across the state so they could make “the most of the 
resources of Thinkfinity.org. 
 
“That’s the direction we have taken and it is working,” Gaston 
added. 
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