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A Talk With Ronni LacrouteIn 
Depth

The Department owes an enormous debt of gratitude to RLL alumna Ronni 
Lacroute (M.A. French, 1967), who, over the past several years, has funded full-
year graduate fellowships in the Romance languages.  “I am grateful for the 

graduate student support I received at UM,” she said recently in an interview with 
RLL Chair Michèle Hannoosh, “and I would like to give the same opportunity to the 
current generation.  With more and more students coming out of their undergraduate 
degree burdened with loans, graduate school is not always an option for even the most 
talented students.  I would like to enable the Department to attract the best students, 
regardless of their financial situation.”

Ronni Lacroute had what she considers an ordinary suburban-American childhood in 
Montgomery County, Maryland, until her family moved to Poland while she was in high 
school.  “My father worked for the Foreign Claims Settlement Commission, which was 
charged with settling the claims of US citizens originally from other countries, whose 
lands had been confiscated by foreign governments.  My family lived in Warsaw and I 
was sent to the International School in Geneva.”  There she was introduced to French. 
Her high-school Latin gave her a good basis for learning. “I am a great proponent of 
learning Latin first”, she says.  “It makes learning the other Romance languages so much 
easier.”  At the International School she had classes in a variety of languages and had 
schoolmates from around the world, from the son of Charlie Chaplin to the daughter 
of the Aga Khan.  “I took a wide range of courses and was introduced to many different 
ways of thinking,” she recalls.  The experience would prove to be decisive.   

Lacroute returned to the US to enter Cornell University, where she kept up her French while exploring other subjects, notably 
the social sciences.  “I was interested in so many things and I availed myself of what was there,“ she says.  She developed a strong 
interest in international development and considered majoring in Economics, but encountered her first gender barrier: “We don’t 
recommend that for women,” she was advised. French would provide the means for her to realize her interest in, and commitment 
to, international relations.  She spent her junior year at the Institut d’Études Politiques in Paris (“Sciences Po”), where she studied 
International Development. She remembers having to take part in staged debates on issues of international development: “Once 
I was assigned to take the position of Fidel Castro.  Another time, in a mock-UN assembly, I was given the role of China.  I probably 
couldn’t run for office now, with that background,” she jokes. Yet the experience opened her mind to other perspectives: “Everyone 
came from different countries, including those of the Middle East and North Africa,” she recalls.  Her new friendships led to an 
extended trip to North Africa as a 20 year-old undergraduate, deepening her understanding of the challenges facing developing 
countries.

Lacroute entered UM with a graduate fellowship and has fond memories of her time here.  “UM didn’t seem a huge institution 
because of the small-team approach to everything,” she says.  “It was almost like going to a small college, with lots of personal 
attention.” She remembers taking part in a pilot project run by Professor Michel Benamou, on new methods of teaching French, 
including the “immersion” method which is now standard practice in most foreign-language programs.  “It was so impressive,” 
she remembers.  “I had to write the curriculum. It was very exciting.”  In her subsequent teaching career, first at Suffolk University 
in Boston and then in high schools in the Boston area, she continued to seek out innovative and unorthodox ways of teaching 
French to capture the interest of students, from making films to adapting the “Dating Game” to a French context!  In one of her 
appointments she was asked to teach Spanish, which she had never studied: “I dove into it,” she says, “teaching myself Spanish 
by watching films and listening to tapes.”  Now she is fluent in Spanish; she has travelled extensively through Mexico by bike and 
taught music to disadvantaged children in Costa Rica.

Five years ago Lacroute established a donor-advised fund at the Cornell University Foundation, donating money mostly to 
education, neurosciences research, and the arts.  Why her interest in neuroscience?  At age 50, she had a cerebral hemorrhage and 
grand mal seizure caused by a previously undetected congenital malformation of the blood vessels in her brain.  After undergoing 
surgery at Stanford University Hospital for seven and a half hours, she went on to a complete recovery.  Since then, she has taken a 
great interest in brain research and has funded a chair in neuroscience at Stanford.

‘50sNancy Daines (Dorsey) (M.A. Spanish 1955) 
“I’m teaching Spanish in a private school; Bill, 
my husband, teaches in the UM Dental School 
part-time. We have 13 grandchildren.”

‘70s
Margaret (Goldin) Lincoln (AB French 1970) 
taught French in Australia, returning to Ann Arbor 
for an AMS in library science. Since 1973 she has 
worked as a high school library media specialist 
in Battle Creek, Michigan and earned a Ph.D. in 
information science from the University of North 
Texas in 2006. She now enjoys teaching online for 
San José State University. 
Email: mlincoln@lakeviewspartans.org

‘60s
Ronni Lacroute (M.A. French 1967) 
“I spent my first career as a professor and 
high school teacher of French and now own 
a winery in Oregon, where I still speak French 
and produce Pinot Noir. Please come visit Wil-
lakenzie Estate!” 
Email: rlacroute@willakenzie.com

‘60sJohn J. Janc (M.A. French 1968) 
“I was elected vice president of the North 
Central Region of Pi Delta Phi, the national 
French honor society.” 
Email: john.janc@mnsu.edu

With her former husband, pioneer computer engineer Bernard Lacroute (UM MSE, 1967), she now runs the Willakenzie Estate 
vineyard and winery in Oregon’s Willamette Valley, over one hundred acres of mostly pinot grapes which have produced 
fine wines for some of the world’s best restaurants.  While looking forward to building the business, she remains involved in 
education and the arts; she is a trustee of Linfield College, a liberal arts institution in McMinnville, Oregon, and she is on the 
Board of Directors of Chamber Music Northwest, which holds a highly regarded summer festival annually at Reed College in 
Portland.  

What is Lacroute’s advice for today’s students?  “Study broadly, go outside your own field and learn as much as you can.  It will 
all be useful some day.  Learn to think outside the box.  That will help you solve problems which you don’t even know about yet.  
Read widely and don’t be afraid to discuss.”  She also hopes that humanists and scientists will work to understand each other 
more. From French literature to neuroscience to the science — and art — of wine-production, Lacroute herself  bears out this last 
ideal especially well.
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Chiara Maria Levin (1984-2007) graduated with honors from the University of Michigan in May 2006, with a con-
centration in French and Francophone Studies. She was fluent not just in French but also in Italian, Portuguese 
and Spanish. Unfortunately, Levin had barely begun her adult life when she was killed by a stray bullet in a gang-
land shoot-out. In remembrance, family and friends have joined together to endow a fund in the Department of 
Romance Languages and Literatures for outstanding students who share Levin’s love of language. 

This endowment funds two awards, granted by the faculty of RLL. One award is an annual prize to a graduating 
senior who, like Levin, has demonstrated exceptional achievement in the study of the Romance languages and 
literatures. Levin’s life and academic work were greatly enriched by a semester spent in Montpellier, France.  For that 
reason, the second award is a travel grant given to an undergraduate planning to study abroad. 

Additional contributions to this endowment fund are welcome.  Please make checks payable to “The University of 
Michigan” and note the name of this fund on the check.  Mail to:  David Cave, Ph.D., LSA Development, Suite 5000, 
500 S. State Street, Ann Arbor, MI 48109. 

To read more on this fund and others relating to the department, visit us on the web:  
www.lsa.umich.edu/rll/alumni/giving.html.

The Chiara Maria Levin Award  
for Breadth and Excellence in the Romance Languages


