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HEADLINE: BENGALI STUDENTS DOMINATE TOP 10  
 

BYLINE: MICHAEL CASEY, Staff Writer  
 

BODY:  
When Abul Mojumder arrived from Bangladesh, he was a frightened  
8-year-old who spoke no English. Saira Rouf was born in Paterson to  

factory workers from Bangladesh.  
 

Their lives began differently but both have thrived for many of the  
same reasons. They were brought up in strict Islamic households by  
working-class parents who came to America to better their families.  

 
As the Class of 2000 prepares to graduate, the two are among eight  

Bengalis from Bangladesh named to John F. Kennedy High School's Academic  
Top 10 in Paterson. African-American Carrie Belfield is ranked third and  

a Jamaican immigrant, Rodger Green, is sixth.  
 

"I was screaming and crying when I heard I was No. 1,"said Rouf,  
who will share the valedictorian honors with Bangladeshi senior Shakirul  

Alom.  
 

"My father said I'd be No. 1 and I didn't want to let him down,"  
Rouf said."I want to see him happy. For many Bengali parents, they are  

living their dreams through their children. If we are successful and  
become doctors or engineers, it's almost like they've done it."  

 
In a city with some 57 ethnic groups, it's stunning that any one  

group would dominate the academic ranks. Even more amazing is that the  
growing Bengali community makes up only 7 percent of the 2,000-student  

school. Nearly 85 percent of the students are Latino and  
African-American.  

 
The Bengali students, with their near-perfect GPAs, suburban-like  
High School Proficiency Test scores, and college aspirations, are a  

bright spot in a high school where less than half of the students passed  
the reading and writing portions of the state-mandated exam in 1999.  

 
These Bengali students say their classroom dominance comes from  



being disciplined, hardworking, and having supportive families that  
shower them with tough love and encouragement. But they also admit they  

couldn't have reached the top 10 without parents who treat education  
with a religious fervor and a tight-knit community that puts intense  

pressure on children to succeed.  
 

"Their success is directly related to their home and their  
parents,"said Dennis Aurilia, a JFK guidance counselor who has five of  

the Bengali students."The parents instill old-world traditions and  
values in these kids. The children exhibit that in their work ethic."  

 
It's noontime at JFK and the lunchroom is crowded with hundreds of  

students. Four Bengali girls sit together at one table, chatting in  
Bengali and English as they munch on chicken nuggets and french fries.  

 
Most arrived here from Bangladesh as toddlers with no English and  

little understanding of American culture. They now speak fluent English  
and have adapted to a life that requires them to navigate starkly  

different worlds.  
 

They follow Bengali traditions that bar dating, outlaw suggestive  
outfits, and mandate arranged marriages. But they also have the desires  

of most teenagers to hang out with friends and catch the eye of the  
opposite sex.  

 
One place they feel most comfortable is at school. Most leave their  

cultural traditions at home. They opt for jeans and, although some girls  
wear nose rings, they long ago abandoned the traditional Bengali head  

scarves.  
 

They routinely make the honor roll and are in the school's elite  
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) academy. They also  
love hip-hop and rhythm-and-blues artists such as Jennifer Lopez and the  

band 'N Sync. They are up on the latest teen fright films and, though  
well-spoken and polite, often spice their conversation with slang such  

as "buggin "  
and"chillin'."  

 
The students are in the same classes, study together, and are close  

friends. They make school a priority and take tough classes such as  
physics, calculus, and chemistry. Additionally, many hold after-school  

jobs and are active in school clubs.  
 

Still, it's not easy to reach the top, they said. They constantly  
fight the urge to follow their peers to the malls or McDonald's. When  

the weather gets warm, they still head to the library or stay after  



school to work on class projects. Homeroom is often the scene of a  
Bengali study session.  

 
"We're just like normal kids,"said Rehana Begum, the school's  
eighth-best student."It's just that we take our schoolwork more  

seriously. Whenever I finish a test, I'll come out worrying whether I  
did good. But another kid, maybe he or she won't care so much."  

 
Dolly Ahmed, ranked seventh, said she and other Bengali students  

are usually motivated by the poverty they witnessed in Bangladesh as  
well as the hardship their parents endure working in factories.  

 
"When you see your parents working so hard, you don't want that,"  

Ahmed said."You want a better life."  
 

When the top 10 list was published in the December school paper,  
editor Melissa Gonzalez said some students complained that Bengali  

students were overrepresented. The list is based on grade-point average  
and students receive additional points for taking honors and advanced  

placement classes.  
 

Gonzalez admits she is bothered that Latinos, who make up the  
majority of the students, were not on the list. But she said the other  

students only have themselves to blame.  
 

"Everyone says it's not fair that it was mostly all Bengali kids,"  
said Gonzalez, who is Puerto Rican."I guess they were expecting to see  
someone from every group. But they can't do anything about it because  

it's based on grade point. If they wanted to be on the top 10, they  
should have worked for it. From what it looks like, the Bengali students  

work harder." School officials take pains to point out that there were more  
Bengalis on the list than ever before and that the list is usually more  
diverse. But they admit that Bengalis, like many STEM students, are  

extraordinary.  
 

"These kids almost all get straight A's and they are in honors  
classes,"said Jane Silverstein, STEM's director."Not only do they  

excel in school but they excel in difficult classes. They are willing to  
take advanced placement English and calculus. They don't want to take  

easier classes."  
 

Belfield, ranked third, says the Bengali students may come from a  
different culture but they have much in common with her. She was raised  

by working-class parents, her father is a sanitation worker and her  
mother a homemaker , who encouraged her to do her best.  

 



"We all want to work hard to get straight A's and B's,"said  
Belfield, who is active in numerous clubs and is a cheerleader."There  

is not a big difference. It comes down to determination and ambition. I  
want to be a doctor and I know that I have to get good grades to do  

that."  
 

Silverstein said family involvement seems to be key. In the case of  
the Bengalis, a little sibling rivalry doesn't hurt, either.  

 
Since 1990, Bengalis have made the school's top 10 list 17 times.  

 
Rouf's sister was the school's salutatorian in 1996. Alom's sister was a  

valedictorian last year and his brother was salutatorian in 1997.  
 

"The kids come from families that make school a priority,"  
Silverstein said."There is no second place in terms of what is  

important."  
 

The Bengali community in Paterson, although still small compared  
with Dominicans or Arabs, is growing. Attracted by the city's factory  

jobs, Bengalis have been coming here since the 1960s and now number  
3,000 in the city's Totowa section, near the Great Falls.  

 
Helped by a visa lottery instituted after 1990 that helps countries  

underrepresented in the population, and immigration law changes that  
enable many to sponsor close relatives for green cards, Bengali numbers  
surged in the 1990s. The Bengali population has increased districtwide  

in the past few years, especially at JFK, where it has grown to 134  
students.  

 
On Friday, dozens of Bengalis can be found at storefront mosques on  

Van Houten and Union avenues. They also frequent small shops along Union  
Avenue that sell traditional clothing, Bengali sweets, and newspapers.  

 
It's a tight-knit community that is often linked through marriages  

and extended family. Unlike more established communities, traditional  
values tend to govern how families act and determine their status.  

 
Should a girl be caught dating or considering a"love marriage,"  

her parents become the subject of intense criticism. Should a child drop  
out or fail in school, a parent's child-rearing skills come under fire.  

 
On the other hand, a family that produces its share of scholars is often  

elevated to a leadership role in the community.  
 

The Mojumders are typical of most Bengali families.  



 
Arriving here in 1987, Abul K. Mojumder came to New York and worked  

for three years in an Indian restaurant. Then in 1990, his family joined  
him and they moved to Paterson, where his wife's sisters lived. The  

family had a middle-class life in Bangladesh, where Abul worked as a  
travel agent and his wife, Razia, was a homemaker. Here both found work  

in a city air-filter factory.  
 

They live in a modest three-bedroom apartment on Redwood Avenue.  
 

Razia, like many traditional Bengali women, dresses in a sari at home  
and their son's elementary school diploma hangs on the wall along with  

excerpts from the Koran.  
 

When it comes to education, Abul K. Mojumder admits he and Razia  
have been tough taskmasters.  

 
"We check our children when they come home from school,"he said.  

 
"We watch to make sure they do their homework. We don't even want them  

going out to the store. We keep control over them."  
 

They say it's the only way to ensure their son will have the skills  
to pursue a career in computer engineering.  

 
"If you want to live well and have a good career, you have to go to  

school to be what you want,"said Abul K. Mojumder, a slight man in a  
dress shirt and pants."Since we didn't have the opportunities to do  

what we wanted, we want our children to have that chance."  
 

The younger Abul, a shy senior who plans to attend the New Jersey  
Institute of Technology, said he understands his parents strict rules.  

 
"I remember them getting mad at me in elementary school for getting  
a bad grade,"he said."I didn't know what the big deal was. But then I  

saw my elder cousins graduating with honors and I realized I could do  
the same."  

 
Abdul Rouf, who grew up in a rural village in Bangladesh, came to  

the United States in 1968.  
 

A stocky man who speaks little English, he has spent 32 years  
working in a textile factory. Insisting his children deserve better, he  
lectures them about getting good grades and forced them to give up  

sports and a social life so they could concentrate on school.  
 



"I've always pushed them to strive to do their best,"he said.  
 

"Even though I worked, I always found time to give them little pep talks  
to do well in school and pursue a higher education."  

 
Saira Rouf, a vivacious 17-year-old who plans to become an  

elementary school teacher, raise a family, and travel, recalled getting  
a B on a report card in seventh grade.  

 
"When I walked in the door, I knew I was going to get it from  

them,"she said."I knew they wouldn't say, 'At least you tried your  
best. I knew it was, 'You don't have your priorities straight. It made  

me feel that they didn't understand that I couldn't always get an A. But  
if not for the constant pressure, I wouldn't have tried as hard."  

 
Rouf plans to go to Ramapo College in Mahwah, partly because her  

parents wouldn't approve of her staying in a dorm.  
 

Although she sees the wisdom of promoting education and going to  
college, Rouf says her children will have it differently.  

 
"My children will have a choice,"Rouf said."They will decide how  

they dress and act and what college they go to. I want them to meet me  
halfway."  

 
(SIDEBAR)  

 
 

TOP TEN  
 
 

1. Shakirul Alom  
1. Saira Rouf  

3. Carrie Belfield  
4. Abul Mojumder  

5. Bubli Begum  
6. Rodger Green  
7. Dolly Ahmed  

8. Rehana Begum  
9. Shakera Ali  

10. Zakiul Alam  
 
 

 


