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We believe that our students possess the 
strengths and capacities that will help them 

succeed and create fulfilling lives for 
themselves. Within StoryCorpsU, students’ 

strengths are reflected in the stories they tell.  
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Readers’ Note:  
 
The stories in this document are a testament to the outstanding courage, insight, 
perspective and self-reflection demonstrated by the students in our program.  
The stories selected for inclusion in this document are ones we, in the Education 
department, believe are the most important stories recorded by SCU students during the 
past three school years (2012-2013 through 2014-2015).  We call these the Gold 
Stories; they are the most important stories, instead of the best stories, because they 
reflect the perspectives and insights of the students, themselves (as opposed to what 
we, the adults, think the students should be concerned about), and the stories are told in 
ways that can only be done by the students.   
 
Each of these student stories reflects at least one of the StoryCorpsU program goals; 
these goals are development of speaking and listening skills, self-awareness and social 
intelligence, and strengthening of relationships between students and teachers, and 
students and students. These Gold stories are also organized around themes that 
reflect the commonalities and uniqueness’s of life experiences, concerns and 
perspectives of SCU students. 
 
The themes are:  Academic Engagement & Achievement; Bullying & Belonging; Culture; 
Family & Peer Relationships; Gangs & Gun Violence; Gender & Sexuality Issues; 
Health, Wellness & Ability; Identity; Immigration; Life Lessons & Milestones; Passions & 
Aspirations; Resilience, Loss & Change; and Role Models.  The index on the next page 
organizes the Gold stories by the themes as a starting point for navigating this 
document.   
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Index of Stories 
 
Academic Engagement & Achievement 

1. Cody– “The day I graduated was the day I woke up and smelled the coffee. I 
promised myself that I wouldn't screw myself through high school.” 

2. Dantay—“In the long run, I think that teachers like this are going to be the best 
for our youth.” 

3. Deshawnna—“Mrs. Tobias, my 8th grade teacher, taught me to never settle for 
less.”  

4. Devonte – “The reason I passed is I stopped playing around in the crowd.” 
5. Jania—“You could see how scared I was on my face.” 
6. Margaret– “The kids would laugh at me, so I just gave up.”  
7. Noriel– “Putting all of my effort into all of my classes shows that I do my best and 

I am a hardworking student.” 
 

Bullying & Belonging  
8. Aaron – “I will always be myself and won't let anyone else judge me.” 
9. Alison—“When I was in 7th grade, I was bullied just for being myself.” 
10. Chevarie—“When I think back to how I have overcome a lot of negative things 

and people, it makes me have a sense of warmth and accomplishment.” 
11. Christopher—“That's when I finally realized that out in the wilderness I could be 

whoever I really was.” 
12. Dilenia—“It’s not about age group or anything, but I do know now that it has to 

do with the way a person carries themselves and the way that they act.” 
13. Janiah– “I learned that just because I'm coming to a different school with 

different people, it doesn't mean that I'm not going to make friends.” 
14. Jeovany– “I've learned responsibility; I've learned how to be happy. They taught 

me manners every once in a while. Mostly, they taught me the feeling of joy.” 
15. Jorge– “Even though I have a learning disability—which I don't like to say that 

word—I never gave up and kept on moving on.” 
16. Kaylynn—“Having an IEP was kind of sad for me only because people looked at 

me different and most judged before they got to even know me.” 
17. Lashonda – “I actually changed who I was, just so I could get their approval, so 

that I could blend in as the normal or the average person.” 
18. Yashna – “I said, ‘Excuse me. Are you talking to my friend like that? It's not right. 

She is a nice person.’” 
 

Culture 
19. Aminata – “I call this my perfect place because of so much love going on in a 

place I call my home.” 
20. Amirah—“I valued my own heritage so much to the point that I made a life-

changing thing for that, and I would never want it any other way.” 
21. Ashley—“It is my job as a Latina girl to undermine stereotypes about Latinas.” 
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22. Juan– “I'm Paraguayan and that's really rare to find because Paraguayans don't 
really play American football.” 

23. Michael—“I started to realize even more that our parents and other family 
members had heard about the American Dream. But when they do come here, 
they don’t really feel like they are part of the United States.”  

24. Samira – “I guess he was proud of me because to see that a person has 
memorized at least one verse of the Quran, it's something, so memorizing two 
chapters, two sections actually, is very amazing.” 

25. Samira – “Who I am is really my religion. I'm a Muslim, and I'm really proud of 
that.” 

 
Family & Peer Relationships 

26. Aaliyah– “I want to take advantage of the help and offers I have today.” 
27. Aisis– “I never stopped loving her because of her struggle or what’s she’s been 

through.” 
28. Andrea –“Even though I get upset when she puts pressure on me to be a great 

student, I understand her.” 
29. Dahia – “I remember when my mom used to cry all the time, but she would still 

push herself until she could support her family again.” 
30. Dilenia—“My dad is just a dad, no matter how far he is.” 
31. James—“That’s why I always keep my mom in mind when I think about giving 

up, because she never gave up.” 
32. Juan—“When she smiles, I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s really truthful to 

me.” 
33. Justin – “I wasn't hindered because I didn't have both of my parent figures.” 
34. Kimberly– “She went to her first sonogram and I went with her and it was fun 

because I actually got to see a side of my mother I never knew.” 
35. Lizbeth – “I really want to make him proud by me going to college and being 

somebody and showing him my gratitude for his dedication, for giving me the 
chance to be something.” 

36. Michael – “She is an amazing girl with ultimate potential.” 
37. Miguel—“Sometimes it just doesn’t help listening to other people that bring you 

down; just the people who make me who I am.” 
38. Salvador– “I know it kind of doesn't make sense but when I look at my brother I 

see happiness.” 
 
 
Gangs & Gun Violence 

39. Andrea – “I didn't know they put a trigger on my head.” 
40. Anthony – “That day was a very traumatic change in my life because I realized 

how much your life has a value and how fast your life can be taken away from 
you.” 
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41. Antwan – “The streets are real, like the 100's in Chicago. It's real and anything 
could happen at anytime. So that's why I'm just trying to get out of here, try to go 
to school.” 

42. Cleopatra– I looked back and thought, "You know, I could be in the same 
position my uncle was in if I don't take care of myself."  

43. Danny– “I was thinking, ‘Oh my God, we're all going to die. Oh, somebody 
please help us.’” 

44. Jasmin–“They used to be in these gangs, you know, and I wanted to be just like 
them.” 

45. Jurule —“I'm feeling better and I'm doing good but sometimes, I'm still hurting.” 
46. Quentin– “So I began to talk to elders, teachers, anybody I believed to help me, 

and give me motivation to go back to school and get things done.” 
 
Gender & Sexuality Issues 

47. Erica—“It's really important that they allow children in schools to express 
themselves…I just really think that it's important for people to be themselves.” 

48. Kira— “So now, I’m just like a happy ball of gay and I don’t care what people say 
about it.” 

49. Makayla—“I hate to see people judged because of their sexuality.” 
50. Mejira – “In the gypsy world, the girls have to get married young and they drop 

out of school for that.” 
51. Trey—“ My whole drive of living in this world has been geared towards being a 

better role model for other males in my society.” 
 
Health, Wellness & Ability 

52. Alison—“I just remember lying there and looking at the doctors like they had five 
heads, thinking, "What are you going to do to me?" 

53. Amanda—“I remember lying in bed, not being able to breathe.” 
54. Amirah—“Honestly, I just didn’t know what to do and I felt like a total failure.” 
55. Andre—“One of my biggest struggles growing up was overcoming my social 

limitations due to my Asperger’s Syndrome.  
56. Chaazaq—“I feel like this isn’t slowing me down; it’s just another thing for me to 

dodge in my life, basically.” 
57. Christopher – "Jordan, I need your help. I started cutting about a year ago. Now 

I can't stop." 
58. Lirio – “I'm going to stand on my feet and I'm going to prove them all wrong.” 

 
 
Identity 

59. Carla– “We would play games, refill bottles, eat and watch movies and then 
check on both mother and daughter every five to ten minutes.” 

60. Dezirme– “My Christmas is every day because God wakes me up everyday with 
a smile on my face.” 
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61. Everildiz – “My name is Everildiz and I got that from my grandmother. When I 
moved here, people didn't know how to say it or how to pronounce it.” 

62. Lexxus—“I treat others how I want to be treated and I treat all my friends the 
same—with respect.” 

63. Paloma—“It reminds me that I’m my own person and I can be independent.” 
 
Immigration 

64. Dilenia —“I noticed that I have two sides and one side is the American side of 
me and the other is the Dominican side.” 

65. Jessenia –“It was something so terrifying that I would cry every single night to do 
my homework.” 

66. Jonathan –“[ICE] came in and grabbed him and without questioning just took 
him.” 

67. Kimberly– “Over here it's like, I'm just calmer even though the lifestyle of 
everyone in New York is fast, and I'm just a calmer person.” 

68. Meris – “Bosnia may have been the country I was born in, but the United States 
is like my second home.” 

69. Sergine – “People were mean and made jokes because we didn't understand 
what they were saying.” 

70. Wendy L.—“I’m very thankful for the sacrifice that my parents made by leaving 
me behind and working hard to bring me.”  

 
Life Lessons & Milestones 

71. Andre – “That was one of the scariest days because I messed up where we 
were living.” 

72. Bryanna– “Having a kid is a wonderful thing, but at the same time I am too 
young and want to finish high school.” 

73. Eutiquio – “That day was like a perfect day for me.” 
74. Giavanni—“They treated me with a lot of respect because I was never 

disrespectful to them.” 
75. Jasmin–“This incident when I experienced failure made me realize that parents 

do things for your good, not just to get on your nerves.” 
76. Justin – “I had to give her a baby Heimlich maneuver because she's not old 

enough for a real Heimlich maneuver.” 
77. Katiana – “Eventually, I started thinking and I kind of realized that it's her 

decision.” 
78. London – “Some things are not worth hiding.” 
79. Rebecca —“My worst nightmare is waking up one morning when I’m older and 

realizing that my life is all backwards, that it’s nothing like I want it to be.”  
80. Stephanie – “This camp was important to me because not only was it the first 

time that I was away from my parents but it was the first time that I felt like a 
regular child.”  
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81. Trey—“It made me realize that on instinct, I’m a caring person. On instinct, I 
value everyone around me.” 

 
Passions & Aspirations 

82. Andrea—“This new book of mine is now fully completed with over 300 pages, 
and it’s something that I never imagined I would do.” 

83. Angelique—“I want to be a lawyer because I hate when people go to jail for 
things they never did without a fair trial.” 

84. Christian—“Drawing was a way for me to express my talent and show people 
that anybody with hard work could do something.” 

85. Daniele – “At first, everybody said I was too small, I wasn't going to get 
anywhere because of my height. They said I wouldn't make it, but I proved them 
wrong. 

86. Derrick— “Whenever I see a smile on people's faces, it makes me happy.” 
87. Haby – “Something people don't know about me by just looking at me is that I'm 

a nationwide chess player.” 
88. Isiah—“I started practicing more and going to the gym earlier to shoot free 

throws.” 
89. Joacquin – “So I would say that I truly am happy when I'm in school or on the 

basketball court because these are two places that are important to my identity.” 
90. Kaseen– “When I'm in the studio, I do my best work. I can express my feelings 

and thoughts that I can't really do by talking.” 
91. Nicholas—“It was a really good experience because even though it was 

something I thought I wasn’t good at, in the end it turned out I was better than I 
thought.”  

92. Nicholas—“When I heard this song, there was something about it that captured 
my attention. It was so well-made and so human and soulful.”  

93. Pallak– “That’s my dream job—just to draw cartoons, do whatever you want, 
publish it out on Cartoon Network, and let the whole world see it. I find my 
biggest inspiration in art.”  

94. Rebecca – “It was me who had programmed it and eventually our teams went to 
competition and one of them went to state and that was me.” 

95. Tamera– “Something inside of me was telling me, "No, keep going. You're 
almost done, don't give up." 

96. Tyler—“I want to study them so I can help make an even faster, easier warning 
system to warn people to have more time to get to safety.”  

 
Resilience, Loss & Change 

97. Alejandra – “And death is a strong word because it's a way of life.” 
98. Devin – “I still thought Grandma was a strong person even if she was very sick.” 
99. Giavanni—“She had breast cancer, but I thought she would survive.” 
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100. Jacquaishia – “I still cry everyday when I'm at home in my room, but at 
least when I act goofy I can hide it because I don't want anyone feeling sorry for 
me.” 

101. Jacquii– “I believe I have more problems and more challenges to face as I get 
older and transition to college.” 

102. Janiah– “When he died I was just hurt. It hurt me, it hurt me down to pieces, but 
it somehow taught me to stay strong about it.” 

103. Kaylen– “There was constant fighting and bickering and I just felt that it was 
going to happen some day, I just didn't know when.”  

104. Mark—“This fire, it kind of messed up a couple months later of my life.” 
105. Markita – “I forgave him because I felt like that was holding me back from being 

the person I wanted to be.” 
106. Miyah—“Everyone would call me ugly; they would talk about my hair, my clothes, 

my shoes, and my complexion.” 
107. Precious—“There was no way I could give up my son, so I was faced with 

something that would change my life.” 
108. Rahmon—“I really didn’t want to lose any of my brothers.” 
109. Tierra– “He's being successful in life, and I'm proud of him for that, but I just pray 

and hope that he will be in my life more.” 
110. Tyleeah—“This is a story I really don’t tell to anyone because it still scares me 

that she’s in the Army.” 
 

Role Models 
111. Armin – “When I have a challenge ahead I don't say, ‘I can't,’ because I always 

think of [my dad] and I realize that I can.” 
112. Nathan—“He tells me about how important education is to having a future, 

whether you play a pro sport or not.” 
113. Precious – “She was exactly how I want to be when I get older. She spoke for 

girls who couldn't explain themselves.” 
114. Roberto—“I’m asking myself, “Wow, am I a really going to be a big brother? 

Wait, so that means I’m going to become a role model.” 
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Academic Engagement & Achievement 
 
1. Cody  

Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“The day I graduated was the day I woke up and smelled the coffee. I promised 
myself that I wouldn't screw myself through high school.” 
 
Hello. My name is Cody. I am 14 years old and I attend Corliss High School. I probably 
wouldn't be who I am today if it wasn't for this wake-up call I received. I wasn't a good 
student at all. I used to be lazy; I used to be known as a slacker. I didn't want to do my 
work manually so I had people do it for me, and most of the time they'd get it wrong. I 
knew that I wasn't going to go anywhere in this life this at all. I got bad grades, bad 
reports, I was completely careless, but I still graduated, well, barely. It took me a while 
to realize my mistakes and see that I wasn't going to be somebody that matters. 
 
The day I graduated was June 14th. I was very surprised that I was lucky enough to 
graduate. When I first walked onto the stage, my mind was blown. I was like, "What?! 
How am I here? Why am I here?" I didn't deserve to graduate. I was voted most likely to 
fail eighth grade, which kind of hurt my feelings. After graduation, I sat at home on the 
couch still being mind-blown. 
 
The day I graduated was the day I woke up and smelled the coffee. I promised myself 
that I wouldn't screw myself through high school. That's when my mind clicked and I had 
to change for the better. Now, in the ninth grade year, I'm doing 95% better than I did 
last year, my eighth grade year. My hope is for the best year to come next, and the next 
couple years of high school.  
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2. Dantay  
High School for Youth and Community Development, New York City 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“In the long run, I think that teachers like this are going to be the best for our 
youth.” 
 
Hello, good morning. My name is Dantay. I go to YCD High School for Youth and 
Development. I am a freshman and I'm about to tell a story that's central to my identity. 
It is important to me because if it weren’t for the people in my story, I wouldn't have 
become the person I am today. So in a way they molded me to how I am right now.  
 
So in 2nd grade, I was a bit distracted from schoolwork and all of the stuff that should be 
important in that time period. So I would run the hallways with my friends because it was 
fun. And I would never regret it because when I went to class it was very boring. And the 
teacher never showed any zeal for what she was doing. She was taught to teach and I 
didn't find any like to that. But at the end of the year, when everybody had to take their 
proficient reading test, I failed mine and I got left back in 2nd grade. And I was sad 
because all my friends had moved on to the next grade and I was still there with kids 
from 1st grade. And I made new friends but it still wasn't the same.  
 
So after I had passed my proficient reading test, the school had decided to move me 
into a Special Ed class that I, at the moment, was skeptical about it and thought that I 
didn't need any special attention or special help. But once upon arriving in the class, I 
met a teacher called Mr. Hamuta. He was an Egyptian teacher, a Special Ed teacher. 
And that was the beginning of how I was molded into how I am today. In that class, he 
would make learning fun and we would enjoy learning. But it wasn't just about fun. We 
would do rigorous work. But he made it a lot easier because he would take the time to 
explain it to us so we would understand where he was trying to come from. And that 
helped me in the long run. And that is how my love for math began because he was an 
excellent math teacher. And I learned to love math and I was able to read above my 
grade level from that point on. And then from my 3rd to 5th grade career, I was in that 
class and I enjoyed it because of the teacher—Mr. Hamuta—and his passion for 
learning. 
 
And then I graduated from 5th grade into middle school and I transferred to Eagle 
Academy in Brooklyn. And there it was an all-boy’s school, but the system, like the 
structure and how they ran the school—I liked it even though there were no girls there. 
That part I hated. But the school itself was beneficial to me. And at the time I hated it 
because there were no girls. And I was like, aw man. But at the time I didn't have the 
variety of information I have right now to tell me that that actually helped build me into 
the man I am today.  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   10	  

 
In 6th grade I had a female teacher, Ms. Maltese. And she pushed my curiosity in 
English. And then in 7th grade I had another English teacher—I can't recall her name at 
the moment—but she pushed me further. And then in 8th I had an Asian American 
English teacher, Mr. Roberto. And that was the point at which I realized that I needed 
English in life. And so I started to push myself constantly to read and do things that I 
didn't like. But I found love in reading because I read books that would teach me stories. 
And then the time came when I was stepping up from 8th grade into high school, but I 
didn't feel like I wanted to stay in Eagle Academy anymore. So I transferred out into 
YCD where I met now my current 9th grade English teacher. And she keeps pushing my 
knowledge in English, making me write, read, and analyze. And in the long run, I think 
that teachers like this are going to be the best for our youth. Because if the teacher 
doesn't have any zeal for learning and to help young kids, then the kids themselves 
won't really take any appeal to learning. And I feel that this story is central to me and 
who I am today because if it weren't for these teachers and teachers to come, then I 
wouldn't be who I am right now and I'm thankful for them. 
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3. Deshawnna  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“Mrs. Tobias, my 8th grade teacher, taught me to never settle for less. She 
showed me that the world is bigger than the South Side of Chicago.”  
 
Have you ever had a place where you felt safe and comfortable besides home? Well I 
have. My elementary school Metcalfe Elementary Community Academy. For the past 11 
years, I've grown to love, respect and honor my grammar school. The teachers at 
Metcalfe were awesome. They made a wonderful bond with each student and made 
sure we felt safe at home.  
 
I have not only learned academic skills from them, but also social and life skills. 
Although all of my years at Metcalfe were great, my last two years were my favorite. My 
7th grade school teacher, Ms. Baxter, was strict and kept us working; but managed to 
ensure her class loved every minute of the day. By going through problems at home, 
she still managed to teach us the academics we needed and even taught it at a higher 
level. Ms. Baxter taught me that I could be better than expected. Being a young black 
woman from the South Side of Chicago, I've learned that we are underestimated by 
many.  
 
My role model at Metcalfe was my reading and science teacher, Ms. Tobias. When the 
year first started out, we started out bumpy. She came off to me as a bougie and very 
high maintenance person. As time went by, I started to realize she was a classy, high-
educated woman with high expectations for each and every student. Mrs. Tobias, my 
8th grade teacher, taught me to never settle for less. She showed me that the world is 
bigger than the South Side of Chicago.  
 
Overall, I've learned to keep it classy and respect myself at all times. My grammar 
school Metcalfe will always have a part of my heart. 
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4. Devonte  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“The reason I passed is I stopped playing around in the crowd.” 
 
Hello, my name is Devonte. I am 15 years old and I attend Corliss High School. Today 
I'm going to talk about why I passed the 4th grade. When I was 10 in the 4th grade, I 
thought it was a joke. I used to play around, hang around with the wrong people. They 
were holding me back to pass to the 5th grade. I was supposed to be in 5th grade 
during that time but my mama and I moved to Las Vegas so I went back a grade. I 
thought it was a joke so I used to just play and all that stuff. The only reason why I did 
that was because I felt stupid, or I just wanted to be cool because I wasn't in my right 
grade. That's why I acted the way I acted.  
 
I ended up getting all B's and A's at the end of the 4th quarter because I thought about 
it, and thought, “I'm going to try my hardest to pass.” Then one day, there was this man 
who came to me, his name was Dr. Winson, I'll never forget, he said, "I need to see you 
because I need to talk to you about moving forward back in your right grade. The reason 
I passed is I stopped playing around in the crowd. I stopped playing around completely 
because I thought that it was holding me back from being in activities and passing to my 
next grade and all that stuff.  
 
What I learned was always try harder and never give up. You can achieve if you just put 
your mind into it. The reason why I passed is that sometimes your enemies can be your 
friends. I thought that hanging around with the cool people was going to be all right. The 
people that I didn't like, they helped me. That's how I got where I am now. I wouldn't be 
in high school right now if it wasn't for my enemies. So when you think about it, the 
people that you hate can be your friends. They can be your important friends because I 
would never be where I am if it wasn't for them. What encouraged me was my teacher 
to work hard. She always encouraged me. She said, "No matter what, don't give up. 
You're always better.” I just knew then that I was going to go to my own grade. So, that's 
it. 
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5. Jania  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“You could see how scared I was on my face.” 
 
My first day of high school I was so nervous that I almost cried. I remember it like it was 
yesterday. I had woken up at 4:30 for some reason and I just couldn't go back to sleep. 
All I could think about was all the kids and which classes I'll be stuck in. I didn't think 
that I was really ready to be on my own like that because I was so used to be around 
the same kids in the same class with the same teacher. Me and my mom left the house 
around 7:00 and as we were in the car she kept telling me about all the good things that 
was going to happen while I was in high school. I couldn't really pay attention because I 
was so nervous. You could see how scared I was on my face. 
 
When we first walked in the security guard made me take my belt off and told me to put 
all my electronic devices in my book bag. And that scared me because I felt like I was 
going to jail or something. But then they told my mom and I to get my schedule and told 
me to get to class after. So after I got my schedule I was nervous and about to cry 
because my mom was going to leave me. My first class was upstairs and I didn't know 
where to go, but thankfully one of the sophomores told me where it was and I finally 
found it. 
 
When I went into the classroom everyone stared at me and then I became nervous 
again because I had to introduce myself. I didn't know what to say but when I saw my 
friend from 8th grade in my class I was so shocked and happy and all my nerves went 
away. 
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6. Margaret  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“The kids would laugh at me, so I just gave up.”  
 
It all started when I was in 3rd grade. I felt like the work was even harder. I wasn't a good 
reader, or even speller. All the kids in class could read better than me, and when the 
teacher would tell me to read, I wouldn't know the words. The kids would laugh at me, 
so I just gave up. When I would come to school I would just sit there. I stopped caring 
about the work. When we got our report cards I would have nothing but D's and F's. My 
mom would always be upset with me. Teachers would always call and ask to have 
meetings with her. Teachers even thought something was wrong with me, so they would 
send me with Special Ed teachers. That made me feel like a nobody, and that I was 
dumb.  
 
As the years went by I would do well at the beginning of the year, then throughout the 
years I would stop doing things because I couldn't understand the work or I couldn't 
read. My family would tell me, "The way you are acting I don't think you will ever 
graduate, or you might be a dropout." I believed them, so I really stopped caring. I would 
go to school, act out, fight, be bad, and be mean. I started to realize, my mom doesn't 
send me to school to do this. I'm supposed to be learning, and if I don't understand, to 
ask for help.  
 
8th grade came along and all my teachers were impressed by how well I was doing. 
Once I did mess up a little, but I still graduated on time with decent grades. I am a 
freshman with decent looking grades. I try to stay focused, work hard, and not let 
something I don't know get in my way of becoming successful. Realizing how important 
school is to me now, I know I won't drop out, and I will be successful. I will try my best 
from now on to never give up on myself, and stay confident. 
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7. Noriel  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“Putting all of my effort into all of my classes shows that I do my best and I am a 
hardworking student.” 
 
An incident or time when I experienced failure was when I had to take the third practice 
EXPLORE exam. I feel like I experienced failure because I didn't finish all the questions 
and some of the tests. Each test was timed. It was difficult for me to read three 
passages within the given time, and to respond to questions after each test. I tried very 
hard to stay focused and tried to work fast enough in order to finish, but it didn't work. I 
didn't want to rush through it and get a lot of the answers wrong. I wanted to try my best 
to get them correct. I started to feel frustrated because I knew I couldn't finish in time.  
 
The English part was very easy to me. I finished it before the time was up and also the 
Math part of the test was also easy to me. I finished it in time. I only had trouble finishing 
the Reading and the Science part of the practice EXPLORE exam. The Reading was 
difficult to me because I had three passages to read in a small amount of time and 
answer questions for each of them. The passages were long. 
 
The Science part was difficult because I had to keep looking at a lot of different 
diagrams and graphs to find the answers to the questions and read short paragraphs. I 
believe next time I take the EXPLORE test I will do better and try very hard. The last 
EXPLORE test I will be taking soon will not be a practice test. It will be the real one. So I 
want to do my best so that I can do good on it. I know that since the tests are timed it 
means that I don't need to waste any of my time that I have on the given information 
that I don't need. Only read the things that are important that will help me. 
 
Now I'm going to tell you about one of my personal assets, which is that I am 
hardworking. At first, in the beginning of the school year, there were many distractions in 
all of my classes. In each class, my classmates were being loud and talking through the 
entire class period because they didn't care or want to learn. My classmates were told to 
stop talking and pay attention many times but they didn't want to stop. One day they 
were so loud that I couldn't even concentrate on my work so I tried to ignore them. Even 
though some kids in my class didn't care about their education, I did. I wasn't going to 
let them ruin mine just because they didn't care.  
 
I was still doing my work and paying attention in class while my teacher was trying to 
teach because I care about my education and I want to make it somewhere in life. I 
started putting all my effort into all of my work. Once I started putting in all of my effort, it 
really showed in all of my grades. In Biology at one time I had a C and then I brought it 
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up to an A. I even got into Honors English by putting all my effort into my work. So, now 
I have two honors classes, which are Biology and English. My class rank is number 3 
out of 107 freshmen students. I have a GPA of a 3.9 and if I keep working hard, I can 
rank number 1 out of 107 freshmen. Putting all of my effort into all of my classes shows 
that I do my best and I am a hardworking student. 
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Bullying & Belonging 
 
8. Aaron  

Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I will always be myself and won't let anyone else judge me.” 
 
Hi. My name is Aaron. People are always trying to judge me about how I dress and 
sometimes how I act, but there are some things they don't know about me—I love 
skateboarding and writing poetry, and also play a lot of instruments. I would love to 
become a pro skateboarder and also maybe a rock star. Those things are really fun and 
people wouldn't judge me, maybe not as much as they do now. My family doesn't like 
that I listen to pop, rock, and techno—they think I'm supposed to listen to hip-hop and 
wear baggy jeans. But they don't really understand, no one understands, never will. I 
will always be myself and won't let anyone else judge me. 
 
Today I'm going to be talking about my best friend, Aaron. First of all, we have been 
friends for two years. He's like my brother. We talk to each other whenever we have a 
problem. When I am bored I go over his house and talk about what's going on with each 
other's family, because I know his family and he knows mine. When we first started 
hanging out, I was 14 and he was 13. We started out building tree houses because it 
was in the springtime. That's how we started to really get to know each other better.  
 
Later, I met his brother Corey and his sister Julie, and then I met his mom and dad. 
After we’d known each other for a good two months, we became good friends. Now, 
when we hang out we skateboard with each other. We motivate each other whenever 
we are trying to do a trick. When we see each other, we usually got to a skate park or 
downtown. We made up a game called Skate Through Cities. That game is who can 
skate the fastest to the next city. So far we skated from Chicago all the way to 
Naperville, which was pretty cool. We plan on getting sponsored and we made a deal 
that whoever gets sponsored first helps the other get a sponsor by recommending each 
other and telling the sponsor people to look at the skate videos. 
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9. Alison  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“When I was in 7th grade, I was bullied for just being myself.” 
 
Hi. My name's Alison and I'm here to tell you about a time in my life that's made me a 
stronger and better person. When I was in 7th grade, I was bullied for just being myself. 
I loved math, I sang in the choir, I did cheerleading and gymnastics, and I was never the 
skinniest or the prettiest of my friends. The boys always picked on me and even some of 
my friends picked on me. I really took it to heart and I started self-harming and doing 
self-destructive behaviors to myself. That stuck with me since then. But now I can 
proudly say that I am two months clean.  
 
This experience has made me a stronger and healthier and better person because I 
now know who to really trust and who to talk to. In high school, I've made so many new 
friends that really understand me. They take me for me, and I'm now able to help other 
people. And it's just, this time has been so great for me because I've just been able to 
be me and not worry about what other people think of me. 
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10. Chevarie  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From” and “Who We Are” 

 
“When I think back to how I have overcome a lot of negative things and people, it 
makes me have a sense of warmth and accomplishment.” 
 
Hi my name is Chevarie and one of the assets I would say I posses is resilience. I 
possess resilience because I have been through a lot of stressful events in my life. 
When I think back to how I have overcome a lot of negative things and people, it makes 
me have a sense of warmth and accomplishment. But there is a lot of darkness and 
skeletons in my closet.  
 
I started getting bullied in the sixth grade, but I believe I was bullied way before the sixth 
grade. I don't really remember because I was younger and I didn't really pay attention to 
what was said about me and what other people thought about me. I was mainly bullied 
because I looked different than the other kids and because I used to always wear my 
hair in ponytails.  
 
I didn't know how to cope with my emotions on top of all that; I had so much stuff going 
on at home. I wanted to die and kill myself. No one understood my pain or tried to. I had 
got into it with a lot of the kids in my class and my family. Before I knew, it I ended up at 
a mental hospital by the name of Hargrove to learn how to maintain my pain and control 
my stress and anger problems.  
 
The years 2012 through 2013 would have to be the worst years of my life because of all 
of the pain I had to endure. My favorite place to go [at Hargrove] was in the day room 
because I had a chance to talk to everyone and get to know them and see the type of 
person that they were. Girls and consolers would help us with our issues or problems 
from the past and things we have problems with now. 
 
I stayed there for two weeks learning how to cope with my anger problems and stress. 
By the time I left Hargrove I had an inner-peace with myself and I knew I was okay. I 
knew that no matter what I went through that I would be okay. Nowadays I go through 
things but I know that I'll be fine so I don't stress. Life is too short to let one thing that 
you go through predict your whole future. Resilience is something I believe we all 
possess but you have to find the strength within yourself to have it, own it, and get it. 
 
If I could change one thing about Hargrove it would be to take away all the pain, 
exhaustion, and stress. Nobody deserves to be put through pain and stress. In life we 
have to go through things that will shape us into who we are so that we can be who we 
are destined to be. I feel as if some of the girls' struggles and triumphs—their destiny is 
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waiting for the day that the tears and pain will be taken away from them.  
 
I was only at Hargrove for two weeks, but there isn't a day that goes by that I don't wish 
I could go there again, especially when I feel like no one understands me. I don't know 
how everyone feels about Hargrove, but I would hope the feeling is mutual. I believe that 
the place is still the same. I'm going to visit one day. My favorite object is the food 
because we had a choice of what we wanted to eat and drink and there was dessert. 
Hargrove Mental Hospital is located on the west side of Chicago. 
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11. Christopher  
Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From” and “Where We’re Going”  

 
“That's when I finally realized that out in the wilderness I could be whoever I 
really was.” 
 
My name is Christopher and I just moved here to Saint Louis this July. I'm a freshman at 
Gateway STEM and I am 14 years old, but I'll be turning 15 in December. Moving to an 
entirely different city and an entirely different state took a toll on me because I'm from 
Oklahoma. I moved here to get a better education and right now it's actually working, so 
I'm glad about that.  
 
One person that made an entire impact on me was actually my sister who I'm living with 
right now. My sister, her name is Emily, she is 34, and because of her I am actually able 
to live here in Saint Louis. Emily has really taught me everything I know, and having had 
a hard lifestyle back in Oklahoma, this is much better for my moral, my mental, and my 
physical being. At the moment I'm doing pretty well here and thanks to her I am a better 
person. 
 
In my free time I'm a Boy Scout. About a year and a half ago I earned my Life Scout. At 
the moment I'm working towards my Eagle. Eagle is the highest rank you can possibly 
get. Later in my life I'm planning on joining the Air Force, so it could be used pretty well 
in training.  
 
One place that I feel perfectly content is anywhere out in the wilderness because my 
actual first camp-out was a little bit before I joined Boy Scouts and this actually finished 
the application. So, I was able to join Boy Scouts after this because I wasn't old enough. 
But when I was ten, my first camp-out was to a place called Cleveland, Oklahoma, 
which is where we started the Climbing and Rappelling Merit Badge. That's when I 
finally realized that out in the wilderness I could be whoever I really was. I enjoy being 
outside so much because not only am I able to be myself, I can put everything that I've 
learned to use. Well everything that involves wilderness and survival.  
 
So out in Cleveland, Oklahoma I was able to meet many different friends there from all 
types of backgrounds because Boy Scout doesn't discriminate. So whenever we were 
out there, first of all when we got there we set up the camp and then after that we had 
dinner. It was the first dinner that I've ever had out in the wilderness. We had a 
campfire. We told stories. We had fun. Got to know each other, especially since I was 
the only new one there. They learned who I was. Everybody put a helping hand there. 
So not only is it because I feel like I can be myself, I also feel like everybody respects 
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me and everything about me.  
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12. Dilenia  
Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 
2014—2015 
“Who We Are” 

 
“It’s not about age group or anything, but I do know now that it has to do with the 
way a person carries themselves and the way that they act.” 
 
Hi, my name is Dilenia. I was born and raised in New York City. Half of my life--my 
teenage years and my mid-age--was spent growing up here in New York, and the other 
half of my toddler years was spent in DR. But I want to share something important about 
who I am and that is basically the people I have met throughout my life.  
 
There was one time that I noticed that I loved hanging out with the older kids. I just 
couldn't manage to be satisfied with kids my age because I would always have a higher 
expectation of how things would go. So when there would be a moment where I would 
want to have fun, I would always want to be with the big kids because then I would 
always see my older siblings with their friends. I was like, "Wow, this is fun to go out and 
make your own decisions." I would love being around my school friends but then I would 
always notice that it was something momentary, and it just wasn't as fun as it was when 
my older siblings would go out.  
 
When it really got real was when they left for college. When my sisters and my cousins 
all left for college, I noticed, "Well, who am I going to hang out with?" You know? The 
difficult part about me realizing I didn't have anybody to hang out with was getting 
scared of who I was going to be with. I would never be the type to fall into peer pressure 
but that was dangerous, and I was scared of it. So I would talk to my friends to see if I 
could try to get used to being around them. But I would never see the sense of maturity 
level.  
 
I would try speaking to other people in a way that would just help me sustain myself 
from staying out of trouble. There was this one time where we were all gathering up, 
and I noticed that a lot of my older, older friends were making bad decisions. So what I 
decided to do was stay alone for a bit, and it was just a difficult moment in my life 
because I just didn't want to stay alone. I thought that I was going to have no friends. 
But this was important because I would notice the actions that some of my friends would 
do, and it was just surprising because sometimes the people that I thought were my 
friends--like my older friends and the people who I thought they were--weren't that way. 
They took advantage of me because of my age difference. But that's exactly what 
makes me who I am.  
 
My way of thinking has changed and that is important to say because now I can see 
more, I can analyze things more, and I'm not as vulnerable as I was. So that's definitely 
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something that's important about me because now I see things clearer than what they 
were.  
 
Now I know that it's not about age group or anything, but I do know now that it has to do 
with the way a person carries themselves and the way that they act. Basically the way 
that they act is the same way that they will probably act around you or different. So it's 
knowing how people would do certain things and knowing how big it would affect you 
because if I wouldn't have changed that category of knowing that it's not about age but 
more the way you carry yourself. Who knows where I would have been? I would have 
been somewhere I wouldn't want to be or just misbehaving, you know? I noticed that 
throughout the years it became something really important to just follow what is better 
for me not what may appear to be better for me. 
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13. Janiah  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I learned that just because I'm coming to a different school with different people, 
it doesn't mean that I'm not going to make friends.”  
 
My name is Janiah. Today I'm going to be talking about my first few months of high 
school, when I first started high school. My story took place at Gateway STEM High 
School. When I was first came to Gateway STEM, I thought no one was going to like me 
and I wasn't going to make friends and I was going to be left out. So I came to school 
with my guard up. Every time I came to school somebody would look at me and I asked 
them what they looking at or somebody would bump into me and I'd be like, "Why you 
bump into me?" or if somebody would do something I'd ask them if they wanted to fight. 
You know. Just coming to school with my guard up because I thought people weren't 
going to like me.  
 
Then a specific time that really made me start doing that is because I was in ROTC. 
This girl came up to me talking to me reckless and just talking to me like she didn't have 
any common sense. She wanted to fight or she wanted to bully me. So this is what 
really kicked it off. I learned that just because I'm coming to a different school with 
different people it doesn't mean that I'm not going to make friends. It doesn't mean that 
everyone is out to get me or that I'm a target to everybody because I'm not.  
 
I made really good friends now. This story is really important to me because I learned 
that sometimes it might be better to meet new people in a new environment. I have to 
take the time out to get them instead of having my guard up with all this stress upon me; 
I could just relieve it by making new friends. I thought that since I'm starting a new 
school, I don't know anybody there, everybody was already cliqued up. Everybody 
already had their friends and I was going to be left out, but I wasn't. They added me 
right in with their clique and I just want to say to anybody that's starting high school, 
don't go to high school with your guard up. If you put your guard up then people might 
not like you when they originally didn't have a problem with you and you originally 
thought they did but that made people not like you. That's what I learned. 
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14. Jeovany  
Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From” and “Who We Are”  

 
“I've learned responsibility; I've learned how to be happy. They taught me 
manners every once in a while. Mostly, they taught me the feeling of joy.” 
 
Hello, my name is Jeovany. I am fourteen and I currently attend Gateway High School. 
Something people wouldn't know about me just from looking at me is that I am very 
trustworthy and I am a very deep thinker. I have many standards that most people don't 
understand. They would call me soft or something. It doesn't matter to me. I am me and 
I don't care what other people think. I have certain things that I believe in and if people 
don't care, don’t believe in those things, or they say it's nonsense, I won't care. 
 
There was a time when I was very confused because I didn't know what was going on. I 
didn't know who I could trust at the time. One of my best friends would help me 
whenever I was upset. She would talk to me, she would always say hi, and she'd always 
just be there to cheer me up. She'd always just be there to hang out with if I wanted to.  
 
Some guy started spreading rumors about her and confusing her. He told her some lies 
and she didn't know who to believe. When she convicted me of saying the rumors and 
screamed at me, it upset me and I didn't know what to do. I could understand the feeling 
of confusion, of being scared that you trust the wrong people. I understood that feeling 
completely. I felt that she knew she could trust me and I know I can trust her, so I 
helped her get through this. In the end she trusted me above all others.  
 
She'd always take my word on whatever I thought. She always wanted to see what I 
thought of something. I think the way that I can actually help her is because I can 
actually understand what she's going through and what she's feeling. I don't want to 
leave her alone like that, it's not right. It's not nice to be alone, confused, and afraid of 
not knowing, afraid of people, all by yourself. I promised her that I would never leave her 
alone and that I would always be there whenever she needed a friend to talk to. That I 
would never desert her, that I would never do anything to disrespect her. I guess we're 
just the best of friends right now, and that's about it. 
 
I will also be talking about a place that is very important to me. A place that is very 
important to me is a home, an apartment building, in Chicago, where my cousins live. 
The reason that's my favorite place is because my cousins are the best people I can 
ever just hang around. They're fun, they're understanding, and they're serious, too, but 
only when they need to be. Mostly they're just really fun and outgoing. 
 
I've had a lot of experiences there, good ones and bad ones, but more good. I've always 
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felt so much at home. I've known that place all my life. Every time I visit, I get a warm 
feeling. It's the best place to be, it's the place I should be, around people that love me, 
the people that I want to be around all the time. 
 
I don't really tell this to anyone, because I don't really talk about my family that much, or 
places I've been to, or about myself in general. I will make exceptions every once in a 
while to talk about my family, my cousins, mostly, because I think they've had the best 
influence on me. They've made me who I am. That place has made me who I am. I can't 
explain it, but I've learned a lot from that place.  
 
I've learned responsibility; I've learned how to be happy. They taught me how to be a 
concern to somebody, how to be concerned about people. They taught me manners 
every once in a while. Mostly, they taught me the feeling of joy. That's about it. It's just 
the most joyful place I can think of. 
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15. Jorge  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Who We Are” 

 
“Even though I have a learning disability—which I don't like to say that word—I 
never gave up and kept on moving on.” 
 
Hi. My name is Jorge. I'm 14 years old and I live around Chicago. I am smart, hopeful, 
kind, sweet, grateful, and the kind of person who never, never, ever gives up. I always 
like to help people every day, for example, my parents. I help them by washing the 
dishes and cleaning the whole apartment and let them relax so that they don't have to 
do it. I am very smart and in high school at Corliss in Chicago. I do very well in all my 
classes. In the very beginning, it's really simple and easy and fun but most of the 
students in the school and classes always complain, get mad that there's too much to 
do and it's hard to finish and that they can't do it. Not me because I like doing work 
every day and I get mostly A's on it.  
 
I am also a kind person because I never curse at people, never talk back to teachers, 
and never get mad for silly or dumb things that are not even worth arguing about. I am 
always very grateful for what I have. People sometimes don't like what they get, but 
what every person should be really grateful for is family. Family will help you when 
you're down and love you and help you get to every step of reaching your goal. I'm 
really, really grateful that I have a family who loves me and doesn't care what I do for a 
living.  
 
Back in my old school, when I was a little kid, I was very cool and had a lot of friends. I 
thought that was going to be the best year of my entire life, and no one would pick on 
me. All that changed and stopped in the third grade. In the third grade I was very slow 
and never knew any of the answers on the work they gave me. I mostly got D's and F's 
on my report card. And they didn't know what wrong with me until they found out I had a 
learning disability. They didn't know what that was, but some kid I knew told me and I 
couldn't believe it. They put me in a special class for kids who have disabilities. I was 
scared and afraid because I thought I wasn't going to be cool anymore, and kids who 
were my friends weren't going to be anymore. And it happened. They weren't my friends 
anymore, I wasn't cool anymore, and they all picked on me. They all called me names, 
names like slow, dumb, and other hurtful things that I can't really say. They always 
bullied me nonstop, every day, until school was over.  
 
I told the teacher what they were doing to me, but they didn't do anything. They don't 
care about it, so they let it happen. That didn't really stop me from having a better life for 
myself. I never gave up, and tried all my best to ignore it, walk away from it, and it 
always worked. Even though I have a learning disability—which I don't like to say that 
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word—I never gave up and kept on moving on. I try all my best to reach my goals and 
I'm that kind of person who never gives up and lives to the fullest. That's the person I 
really am, and I'm glad I'm that person. If people don't like something about me, then 
don't be in my life, because I will be me all day. I will still be myself no matter what, and I 
will stay like this forever. So this is a story about me, about my life, about my learning 
disability. 
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16. Kaylynn  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“Having an IEP was kind of sad for me only because people looked at me 
different and most judged before they got to even know me.” 
 
In grammar school, I received my first IEP. The type of IEP I was placed under was a 
learning disability. I couldn't read and write and sometimes couldn’t understand what 
others could. Having an IEP was kind of sad for me only because people looked at me 
different and most judged before they got to even know me. That gave me a very 
upsetting feeling—I felt that nothing and nobody in this world could change.  
 
Having an IEP in grammar school was very hurtful for me because I had friends up until 
I got placed in classroom number 208, the special education class. Many didn't know 
but when they found out things changed. I was so embarrassed to the point where I 
would wait until everyone was in their class, and then I'd go into class and get started on 
my work. Even though I couldn't do what others could, I still gave school and my 
schoolwork all of me.  
 
I've had an IEP through grammar school. I attended my 8th grade graduation. I was very 
proud of myself because sometimes, in my mind, I felt like I wanted to give up on 
school. But I didn't—I kept pushing.  
 
My IEP still remained during high school. My first two years of high school were much 
better for me than grammar school because there were more kids so people didn't 
notice I was in Special Ed and I got to meet kids that had disabilities like I did. Morgan 
Park was one of the best high schools I've attended before I moved and started to 
attend Corliss High School. Corliss was ok, not that I was used to it, but Corliss changed 
my life. Finally all my work paid off. They released me out of Special Ed—they released 
me. From that point on, I was on Honor Roll. I was an Honor Roll student and that was 
one of the happiest moments in my life. Not only was I released, I felt like weight had 
been lifted off my shoulders. Still to this day I'm proud of myself for becoming a full 
senior in high school. 
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17. Lashonda  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I actually changed who I was, just so I could get their approval, so that I could 
blend in as the normal or the average person.” 
 
Hi, my name is Lashonda. I am 15 years old and I attend Corliss High School. Today I'm 
going to talk about changing your personality, your appearance, or my own experience. 
I was in grammar school. It was 7th grade year. We were all cliqued up. I gradually 
started noticing that they were telling me, “Yeah, you should change your shoes. You 
should talk like this. When you're around this person, you should talk like this.” And so I 
did. I changed little things about myself. Those little things, they weren't me. I actually 
changed who I was, just so I could get their approval, so that I could blend in as the 
normal or the average person. 
 
Gradually, my family noticed. The people that knew me, they most noticed that I was 
changing. Even the smallest things like my appearance changed. My personality 
changed. Overall, I wasn't me. I thought to myself, is it really that serious to change my 
personality, my appearance, the way I talk, walk, etc., just so people can acknowledge 
me? They accepted me for who I was, but it wasn't me. I knew it wasn't me, but yet I 
continued. 
 
My mom said, “What's going on? You haven't been acting like yourself. You haven't 
been dressing like yourself.” I told her, “Well these girls. They talk like that, they walk 
like that.” She said, “Do you want to be like that? What is your name?” “Lashonda.” 
“Well, you are an individual. You have your own name. You have your own identity. So 
why change it to please somebody else?”  
 
When she told me that, it really hit home for me. I sat there and genuinely thought about 
it. I thought, why change for somebody else? Why don't I change for LaShonda? I am 
who I am so take me as I am. Love me or hate me at the end of the day for who I am. I 
am how God created me. I'm pretty sure if God didn't want me to look a certain way or 
act like, I wouldn't be who I am.  
 
So, my message for all the boys and girls, whoever you are, is don't change for 
anybody, because you changing to please someone else to get their approval is not 
you. It really is not. You are a duplicate of what they are or what they want to be. Why 
change? I was naïve about even thinking of changing just because I might have felt 
alone or that no one understood me. Now I act like who I am. I am who I am. I have 
more friends. I have a variety of friends. And they genuinely love me for who I am. So 
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don't put on a mask. Don't hide who you are. Don't act different for anyone. That's my 
message to you: Don't change. Be who you are. And spread it to the world. Thank you. 
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18. Yashna  
High School for Arts and Business, New York City 
2012—2013 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I said, ‘Excuse me. Are you talking to my friend like that? It's not right. She is a 
nice person.’” 
 
Hi, my name is Yashna. I'm 14 years old, and I attend the High School for Arts and 
Business. I'm American and my parents are from Guyana. Today you're a lucky person 
because I'm going to tell a story. When I was in 2nd grade, I had a friend named Brianna. 
Many of my classmates at that time were very mean and they were bullies. One day, 
when my friend Brianna was going to class, my classmates started bullying her. They 
teased her about how she looked and about her personality.  
 
I saw it all happen. It was almost at the end of the school day. I came home from school, 
and I was thinking about how she might feel. So, I thought, why not ask her the next 
day? The next day, I said, "Hey, Brianna. I'm sorry about what happened to you 
yesterday. How do you feel now?" She told me that she felt sad about it. She's a very 
nice person. She's not the type of person who likes to be teased. I said, "I know. I think 
we should be best friends forever because we have the same personality. We feel the 
same way about things like this. I think that we can really get along together." So the 
next day we made a plan for what we should do about the bullying. I said, "Okay, if they 
insult you one more time I'm going to go and speak to them." The first bell ring, and we 
had to go to class. On our way there, they insulted her again. While the teacher was 
talking to another teacher outside, I told Brianna, "Don't worry, Brianna. I'll support you," 
because we were best friends.  
 
I said, "Excuse me. Are you talking to my friend like that? It's not right. She is a nice 
person. She's not the way you think about her. That's what you think about her. That's 
not her personality. She's a very nice friend, and I know she is because we talk together 
on the phone all the time. Now, I know you're being very mean, and you're bullying her. 
But how would you like it if we were mean to you? You wouldn't like it. You would want 
to beat us up. We're not going to beat you up because we're nice and we're 
compassionate. As nice people, we will not stand for this, but we won't beat you up. But 
if you bully her one more time, I'm going to make a report and tell the teacher so you get 
suspended." 
 
One of the kids who had been bullying her said, "No. I don't think there's any need for 
that because you've taught us a lesson. Thank you very much for teaching us that 
friends are everything, and that it's good to be a friend and not to be a bully. The next 
time we'll know better. I'm really happy that you guys told us how you feel because I've 
never experienced this feeling that you guys were feeling. The next time I'm in a bad 
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situation, I will ask you for your support." 
 
That is my story about how I handled a difficult situation and made my best friend feel 
better. This story is about the true me. I am very nice and compassionate. If you really 
need a friend, you can talk to me and I will really want to see your personality. This is 
who I am. I am not mean, and I never make fun of anybody. If you don't make fun of 
anybody, it will really help you in the future. Goodbye for now! 
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Culture 
 
19. Aminata  

Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I call this my perfect place because of so much love going on in a place I call my 
home.” 
 
Some people’s perfect place might be the beach or on a deserted island, but my perfect 
place is being home in Africa. Some small things can bring back a lot of memories. My 
perfect place is not just perfect, but it makes me warm, and safe, and I'm comfortable in 
it. When I think about my perfect place it's like a pool in my mind just opens up and I'm 
going back in time in the past when I was a little girl, about four. 
 
It was night time over there and I'm sitting around in a bunch of sand and making a 
sandcastle and my hair is all full of sand and my face is all dirty, but I didn't care. I live in 
a small village where all families know each other where laughter fills the air and 
children run wherever they please. Husbands sit in their chair with their full stomachs 
while the wives talk among themselves about the days and the days to come. It wasn't 
much light going around, but just enough to see everything. When I breathe the air all 
you can smell is delicious good food. I call this my perfect place not because of my 
sandcastle but because of so much love going on in a place I call my home. 
 
It is hard for some people to see how perfect it is but I can be blind and still feel it. They 
say every story has a problem and it's true. My perfect place has its ups and downs, but 
as a family we help each other to work it out. Sunny days will come and rainy days. 
Children will go outside and play and get so wet while mothers yell and scream at them 
to bring their butt inside. Babies will feed off their mother's breast while fathers get ready 
to go to work. As for me, I will just sit there watching while the sound of rain slowly drifts 
me to sleep. My perfect place taught me to love a person for who they are and to care 
for one another and to be myself. As the pool in my mind began to close, bringing me 
back to the future, I will laugh no matter where I am or who I'm with. That place is 
always going to be my perfect place. 
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20. Amirah  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“I valued my own heritage so much to the point that I made a life-changing thing 
for that, and I would never want it any other way.” 
 
This past summer in August, I made a very life-changing decision. I am a born Muslim, 
but I was born here in the United States, in Boston to be exact. So, I am a full-blown 
American here. I made the decision that I wanted to wear the hijab.  
 
You might be wondering, “What is that?” Well the hijab is the headscarf that Muslim 
women wear on their heads when they're out in public. I value my heritage and my 
religion and my culture very, very much. It's one of my number one priorities in life. To 
be honest, I always had wanted to wear it since the eighth grade, but I never brought 
myself to do it. As you probably know, being born in America, there's a lot of hate on my 
religion in the media and stuff. But to be honest, the majority of that is totally ridiculous 
and untrue. But still, that influenced me to not wear it out of fear of being judged. I felt 
like if I were to wear it, people would judge me based on my religion, and I thought they 
would think untrue things about me. I was just terrified of what my friends would think, 
what people would think, but truly, deep in my heart, I really wanted to wear it.  
 
Because I valued what I believed in so much, I finally made the decision last summer to 
wear it full-time. Originally, I would just wear it part-time when I would go to the local 
mosque or somewhere where I was around a lot of other Muslims like me, so I didn't 
feel left out. However, something changed last summer. I became friends with a girl in 
my class at school who was also Muslim. We got really close, really really fast. Over the 
summer we were hanging out and she just brought up one day. She was like, "Maybe 
we should start wearing it." I thought, "Oh my gosh! This is a great opportunity for me." I 
was so scared, but I thought if I had a buddy to do it with me, I wouldn't be as judged. I 
wouldn't feel left out and like a loner, that kind of thing. So we were like, "Hmmm okay, 
we'll wear it junior year of high school. That's a great idea." But then something in our 
hearts was pulling us towards wearing it. Maybe a week later, we were like, "Why don't 
we just start wearing it tomorrow?" 
 
I took that leap and it changed my life for the better for sure. Now people know me for 
who I actually am. I don't feel like I'm fake, because before that I felt like people didn't 
know me for me. It's very difficult to explain, but how can people even tell what religion I 
am if I don't wear it? I wanted people to know, because I was proud of that. I'm very, 
very grateful that I made that decision.  
 
When we first started wearing it, we went to school and I was nervous about how people 
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were going to react. I walked in and all my friends were there from last year, and there 
were new people there. Nobody said a word. It was like nothing had changed. It was 
great and I didn't have any problems, and I was so thankful and grateful for that. I will 
never ever regret that decision.  
 
I realized that the only thing that was originally stopping me was my fear of being 
judged. You shouldn't let other people get in the way of what you want to do. You can't 
stop yourself from doing something if you really want to do it just because of the 
opinions of others. So I valued my own heritage so much to the point that I made a life-
changing thing for that, and I would never want it any other way. 
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21. Ashley  
Chavez Prep Middle School, Washington, D.C. 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“It is my job as a Latina girl to undermine stereotypes about Latinas.” 
 
Today I will be talking about a time in which I challenged a family tradition and 
expectation. I will start by introducing my background. My biological mother is from 
Mexico, and my father is from Guatemala. It is a family tradition to have a big 
Quinceanera when a girl turns 15. It is expected to celebrate this big day when you 
supposedly become a woman.  
 
My parents wanted me to have one and I said no. My parents were like, "Well, why 
not?" I replied with "I think it's not worth it and it's wasteful to celebrate a girl’s 15 year-
old birthday. Now each time that a family member asks me if I'm having a Quinceanera, 
they are so shocked to learn that I'm not having one. I honestly believe that it should not 
be a huge celebration when a Latina girl turns 15, because it's not much of an 
accomplishment. Yes, you are being introduced into adulthood, but it's not something 
you should celebrate. When my mother, the one who raised me, she is Salvadoran, 
brought up the topic again she asked me "So, what do you want then?" In Spanish, of 
course. And I'm like, "Mom, I want you and Dad to save whatever money you were 
going to use for the Quinceanera and use it when I have made an actual 
accomplishment."  
 
I feel like I deserve a celebration when the actual process of entering adulthood is 
succeeded. For example, getting my drivers' license. It is my job as a Latina girl to 
undermine stereotypes about Latinas ending up as maids or servants or working for the 
minimum wage when they don't go to college in this society. That is how people, in 
general, view Latinas because they have not seen them succeed. I must worry about 
my future and not some silly party. I envision myself succeeding and proving so many 
people wrong. My point of view gets family members talking like, "If Ashley was actually 
Latina, she would have had her 15." I'm not going to apologize for caring more about my 
education and success rather than what my family thinks about me or expects from me. 
I challenged this family expectation. I chose not to reinforce stereotypes of Latinas 
because of this ongoing chain of stereotypes. 
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22. Juan  
High School for Arts and Business, New York City 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I love my country because no one knows about it and I just like representing a 
unique place.”  
 
Hi. My name is Juan. I'm 14 years old. I'm 6 feet tall. I love to play sports, preferably 
American football. I'm Paraguayan and that's really rare to find because Paraguayans 
don't really play American football. They just love soccer and volleyball and stuff. I was 
born in Argentina but I was raised in Queens. I love my country because no one knows 
about it and I just like representing a unique place. I feel really proud about myself 
because I represent Paraguay any way that I can and I always try to give a good image 
of what Paraguayans are. 
 
Once, me and my football team, over the summer of 2013 we went to Rutgers 
University to play the all-Panama team that flew over here. We were lining up in the 
tunnel to come out onto the field. While we were waiting, Panama was right next to us 
and they saw me without a helmet and they looked at my hair. The first thing that they 
asked me is if I'm Puerto Rican. I told them no and they named other countries like 
Colombia or Mexico, Ecuador, Venezuela. I kept telling them no and they looked lost. I 
told them I'm Paraguayan and they looked at each other like they weren’t expecting it. 
They knew where it was but they weren't expecting it. They told me in Spanish good 
luck representing. So they kind of put that in my mind so I was thinking about that pretty 
much like the whole game. I put on my helmet and we ran out of the tunnel. 
 
Time passed and I think we were in the third quarter and we were on defense. I was out 
as an outside linebacker and one of the running backs got the ball and they ran a sweep 
towards the sideline. You know, as a linebacker I had to flow with the play and I did my 
job so I got in on an angle, got low, and I hit him as hard as I could. After the play was 
done and I hit him, he got back up and told me “Good job representing Paraguay” again 
in Spanish. When he told me that, I smiled and it made me feel good because knowing 
that I let kids from Panama know, that just because my country isn't known as much to 
play football, we can adapt and always represent and I represented well and now they 
know about how Paraguayans do not play. 
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23. Michael  
Chavez Prep Middle School, Washington, D.C. 
2014—2015 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I started to realize even more that our parents and other family members had 
heard about the American dream. But when they do come here, they don’t really 
feel like they are part of the United States.” 
 
An important place from my past is Guatemala. This is important to me because it made 
me realize that there are places that are still poor. It was a rural place with farms, and I 
even got to see where my Dad grew up. It was a little room for six kids and my 
Grandma. They were just outside where the whole place is. It was also the first place 
where I met the whole family, and where my parents grew up. It’s also important to me 
because that’s where my Dad got enough money, and organized himself 
 
I am Latino. To me, being Latino means that you are more likely to be a Native 
American. In other words, you might have an indigenous American culture that comes 
from south of the present United States. In addition, you might have a Spanish language 
[background].  
 
I’m Latino because I speak Spanish. I am indigenous to an American culture. In 
December of 2009, I went to Guatemala with two of my cousins. We went to 
Concepción Chiquirichapa to visit my other family members. They are Latino with a 
Guatemalan-Mayan culture.  
 
That day, we went to my dad’s house. That’s when we met our cousins, aunts, uncles, 
and grandma. My aunts, grandma, and female cousins were wearing colorful clothes. 
My grandma only knew how to speak the Mayan language. I got used to it and I was 
able to mostly understand her, which helped me learn about the language. That day 
went pretty fast.  
 
The next day, we went to the fields to pick some food to eat. When we were walking 
there, I noticed how many go to the fields for work to get money or to their own fields to 
get some food. Our older cousin showed us our grandma’s ducks, pigs, chickens, and 
possibly other animals. Many dogs didn’t have leashes. I asked my cousins why they 
didn’t have leashes. They said that it was just how it is. That’s why it’s dangerous to pet 
them because they can bite you.  
 
A few days later, my grandma took us to the house that they used to live with my 
parents when they were younger. It was a small little house with one small wooden bed 
that was meant for six of the kids. It was then that I started to realize that this might be 
the reason why our parents started to migrate to the United States. I started to realize 
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even more that our parents and other family members had heard about the American 
dream. But when they do come here, they don’t really feel like they are part of the 
United States. They are treated like they are less of a person and sometimes Latinos 
face racism.  
 
I realized that many people have other reasons why they come over to the United 
States. I didn’t understand why other people from Central or South America were able to 
come here when they are real Native Americans. I’m not sure if this is true, but from my 
perspective, I mostly see that most Latinos could possibly be Christians. In some 
countries in Central America, many of the provinces are named after Christian figures. I 
am a Catholic Latino and my parents are from Concepción, which is named after [the 
Virgin Conception]. On the other hand, other Latinos could be other religions or they 
have no religions at all. I still think that Latinas and Latinos should be proud of who they 
are. 
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24. Samira  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2012—2013 
“Who We Are” 

 
“Who I am is really my religion. I'm a Muslim, and I'm really proud of that.” 
 
I'm a Muslim. Some teenagers my age are not like me for one big and important reason. 
That reason is because I'm a Muslim. It's not just my religion; it's my way of life. So 
everything I have to do has a specific reason. 
 
Last year in my math class, a boy named Carlos said, "Samira, do you have hair? Are 
you bald?" I turned around in my seat, and oh my God, I was hurt and embarrassed at 
the same time. He really hurt me. I could tell that he was a little embarrassed he asked 
that because now everybody in class was waiting for my answer. And I don't know how 
he could've thought that because he was sitting behind me. Just by looking at my head 
he could have seen the bun on my head, on the back of my head. But I had to answer 
his question anyway. So I did. I said, "Yes, of course I have hair! Don't you see it?" And 
I started holding my head from the back. I didn't want to show that I was embarrassed 
because I just thought it was embarrassing. But I didn't let that get in the way. I 
answered his question and then he kind of got interested in my religion. I told him that 
it's my religion, and I can't show it around men, especially those who aren't my family. 
So that day was embarrassing and good. It felt good. I really like it when people ask me 
about my religion because it makes me love my religion more. Once people around me 
find out they really get used to it and they're friendly to me. I really like that. 
 
One reason I wear the hijab is to cover my head up. Hijab doesn't just apply to Muslim 
women, but to men, too. It's your attitude. It's the way you act, and everything like that. 
As a Muslim, it's kind of hard for me to do things that teenagers do because it's mostly 
against my religion, but it's only for my good. Since I have the choice, I make my 
choices based upon my religion. I'm really glad for my religion because it's who I am. It 
tells me how to live, and it explains everything, like where I came from and where I'm 
going. I really like that about Islam. 
 
People just don't get it. I just want people to know that even though I'm a Muslim, I can 
be fun, too. It's kind of hard to get that out once people just start judging you on how you 
look. I wear a black dress called an abaya to cover myself up, so I don't get all that 
attention. I do that on purpose, and some people might not know that because they 
don't ask me. I know that some people do, but some people don't. Who I am is really my 
religion. I'm a Muslim, and I'm really proud of that. Really. 
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25. Samira  

Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I guess he was proud of me because to see that a person has memorized at least 
one verse of the Quran, it's something, so memorizing two chapters, two sections 
actually, is very amazing.” 
 
This is a story about an achievement that challenged me and had an impact on me. It 
shows me for my optimistic self. The Quran is the book of Islam, so it's really our whole 
life. Everything we do that is based on Islam is really from the Quran, which is a book 
from Allah and Allah is God. There are people, or there are kids as young as three years 
old, who memorize the Quran from cover to cover. Hopefully, I'll be one of them. I really, 
really am shooting for that even though I'm not three years old any more. There are 
people who are very old and haven't memorized the Quran, but they're working on it. I 
don't want to be like that, not to say that's bad. I just want to use my time as a young 
adult to actually memorize it because this is when I have my fresh memory and I want to 
use it on the Quran and good stuff. 
 
I have a story to tell about this very, very important achievement that challenged me and 
had an impact on me, probably for the rest of my life. It was just one and a half months 
ago. I remember going crazy and going to everybody in my house. I told them that my 
teacher let me go back to the Surah Toba, which is a chapter in the Quran—the ninth 
chapter, going backwards. The whole Quran is 114 chapters. I'm in the ninth one, which 
means I only have to go eight more to finish the whole Quran. That doesn't mean I'm 
going to stop because then I'm going to have to go back and actually memorize it all 
again. This time I'm just focusing on the meaning and everything. But at the same time 
I'm focusing on the punctuation and the memorization, of course.  
 
My teacher told me that I could go back to my old Surah because I had not been reading 
that chapter for four months. She found out that I didn't know the first part, the first two 
sections and everything up to Toba from my heart. Once you're at Toba, you're 
supposed to know it. It's not really my fault because I guess my childish brain took me 
away from the Quran when I was little. I never thought about going back to it and 
reading and reading because I am a human being. My brain forgets things. It's hard 
because I started when I was I was three years old. Ever since, I've been learning the 
Quran, which is really important in Islam. So I went to my brother. I told him that my 
teacher Sophia told me to go back to my chapter since I was done with memorizing 
these chapters. He said, "Okay, so what?" I asked him, "Seriously? Are you kidding me? 
This is the best thing that's ever actually happened to me." 
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He said, "Okay." And I told him, "Whatever." Then I left, and I told my mom. She said, 
"Praise be to God." I thought, she's nice, and that's something you would expect from 
my mother. I went to my two sisters and my little brother, and told them the same thing. 
My sister who's a little bit younger than me right now was kind of upset because we 
were trying to reach the same goal. But my teacher didn't let her go back because I 
guess she thought she wasn't ready. But my sister was still happy for me. I went 
downstairs to my father, and I told him. He told me that I could do it, so I did it. I guess 
he was proud of me because to see that a person has memorized at least one verse of 
the Quran, it's something, so memorizing two chapters, two sections actually, is very 
amazing. Memorizing the whole Quran is really amazing.  
 
This had an impact on my life because I am still continuing to memorize the Quran. I do 
it every Saturday and Sunday. I actually give those assignments that I memorize to my 
teacher on Saturday and Sunday, but I have to read it during the week too, so it's hard 
for me to actually forget. If I hold on to the strategy I have right now, hopefully in about 
two years—two years because I want to take my time—I'll probably finish the whole 
Quran. Then I'll actually go back and learn it again to make sure this time that I am a 
hafiz, which is a mem—a person who has memorized the whole Quran. This has 
changed my life, and this is important to me because the Quran is the application. It's 
everything in Islam. It has a solution to everything if you need anything and you 
understand Arabic. But there are translations of it, in almost every single language right 
now. Then you can use it. It's kind of hard for me not to refer to it because I've 
memorized it before and I know the meaning. If I have a problem with anything, it has 
the solution to everything. It has biology. It has math, chemistry, physics, everything, so 
it's super easy to deal with. That's my story. 
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Family & Peer Relationships 
 
26. Aaliyah  

World Language High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I want to take advantage of the help and offers I have today.” 

 
Hi everyone, my name is Aaliyah. This story is about my mom, my aunt, and myself. 
We all had just finished working out and were very exhausted. Normally we would all sit 
down, enjoy a plate of food, and watch TV afterwards, but this time it was different. We 
all decided to talk. 
 
We silenced our cell phones and cut off the TV to make sure there weren't any 
distractions. We all decided to talk about life. My mom and my aunt were talking about 
what it was like growing up when they were in school. They didn't have the opportunities 
that I have now. They didn't have half of the resources that I have now to get information 
that they needed. They really expressed some of the things that they went through and 
how hard it was for them to succeed. 
 
My mom is the one who really got through to me because she is an intelligent, caring 
woman. She's so caring that she put her own life on hold, not to take care of me and my 
brother, but to also take care of her own mother. She didn't have half of the help and 
support that I have now. She had so many scholar offers growing up but her mother 
wouldn't let her do things to better her future. My mom didn't have a great mother like 
the mother she is to me today. That is what shapes me to be the person I am today. 
 
I reflected on the times I let myself feed into drama, and I let my anger spiral out of 
control. I could have had all my opportunities taken away from me, but luckily I had 
chances. This really changed me because I reflect on the times when I let my anger 
spiral out of control because someone disrespected me and I defended myself. It really 
broke through what my mom said to me, one little thing that you do can take away all 
your chances. It shaped the person I am today; proactive, know how to avoid drama, 
stay to myself, and focus on school. 
 
School is what is going to get me to where I need to be in life. I want to be a lawyer, so 
that's why I really want to focus and continue to do well, and just ignore anything that 
comes my way. It helps me to ignore any negativity that comes my way. That's what 
really got through to me, my mom expressing that. She could be a reader, or an author, 
or anything, but she just didn't have the help that I have. I want to take advantage of the 
help and offers I have today. That's what shaped and changed me to the person I am 
today. 
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27. Aisis  
Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I never stopped loving her because of her struggle or what’s she’s been 
through.” 
 
Drug addict, loving, junkie, a mother. She was the most beautiful woman to me, but to 
others she was nothing. I was always there for her, always stuck up for her. To other 
people she was just a woman who abused drugs—a woman who people thought didn't 
take care of her own. But she did. She was always there to take care of me. My 
grandmother. 
 
I remember asking my mother, "Why does Mama always hurt herself with needles? Why 
does Mama fall asleep so much? Who are these people running in and out of Mama's 
house?" Even though I was young, I saw a lot at that age. At 9 years old, I saw men 
running in and out of my grandmother's house, and women sleeping on the couch.  
 
I remember feeling uncomfortable. I remember people always saying, "She's such a 
pretty girl, how is she your granddaughter?" I always felt bad for her but I didn't know 
what else to do but cry. I didn't want to talk to my mom about it because I felt 
uncomfortable about the situation. My mother knew what was going on, but still my 
mother had to work. I had to go somewhere.  
 
I remember a lady—I forget her name– who was a prostitute. She was good friends with 
my grandmother, even though she was younger than my grandmother. At the time my 
grandma was 40, and she was in her 20s. She used to sleep on the couch a lot. I used 
to see her do drugs. Every time I walked in the kitchen she'd try to hide it as if I didn't 
know what was going on. I remember she always said, "Don't do what I'm doing. Always 
be a better person than your grandmother and me." 
 
Now all that has changed. My grandma has been clean for 6 years. I'm proud of her. I 
never stopped loving her because of her struggle or what she's been through. She 
stopped doing drugs because of me. I asked her one day whether she saw the hurt in 
me and my uncle's eyes. Did she see the pain that she was causing us, and the hurt 
that she was putting her family though?  
 
I asked her one day to stop because I was done with people talking about the lady that 
I've known all my life. I was done with people talking about the lady that I care for so 
much—the lady that I loved even more than my own mother. She saw the hurt in my 9-
year-old eyes. She saw that I was hurting, so she stopped. She stopped for me. That 
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must mean that she loves me, right? 
 
The very important person in my life right now is my grandmother. I chose her because 
she is such an influence on me in so many ways, and I respect her. I'm so close to her, I 
go to her house every single weekend. We chill together. We talk about a lot of stuff. I 
can talk to her about most of my problems, more than with my own mother, I think 
because of the stuff that my grandmother's been through.  
 
Now, I'm just scared for her sometimes because I never know when I'm going to lose 
my grandmother. I'm so close to her that it would break my little heart if anything ever 
happened to her. It's so emotional to talk about it because it's a very deep thing for me.  
 
My grandmother is like me—she's very blunt, she doesn't hide anything at all, and she's 
not scared to say anything. When she tells me things like that, sometimes it shocks me 
because I didn't know her when she did that stuff. Now that I know her, it's a surprise, 
and I can't see how she ever did those things. It's also a reality check for me, because 
this woman, the most important woman in my life, has gone through so many things, 
and she's still strong. My grandma is the most important person in my life. 
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28. Andrea  
High School of Arts and Business, New York City 
2012—2013 
Combined Story: “Self Introduction,” “Where We’re From,” and “Where We’re 
Going”  

 
“Even though I get upset when she puts pressure on me to be a great student, I 
understand her.” 
 
Hi my name is Andrea. I attend high school in Corona, at the High School of Arts and 
Business. I'm 14 years old. Someone who I looked up to when I was younger was my 
mom. I was born in Columbia in 1998. My mom and my dad never got married, but my 
mom wanted the best for me. When I was around 3 or 4 years old, she and I flew off to 
the United States—New York. There my aunt waited for us, and so we stayed. My mom 
went to work while I went to school. My mom had many kinds of jobs and I really looked 
up to her because she made me want to go to school. That's what she really did for me. 
Then we moved almost three times.  
 
I grew up not having a father. My mom and dad never got married although I went back 
to visit him every one or two years. But since I was 6, I haven't seen him in nine years 
because he left and I haven't heard from him then. Although it changed me in my life, I 
have my mom. She's been both my parents and I really thank her for that. Even though I 
get upset when she puts pressure on me to be a great student, I understand her. She's 
brave and nice and that's why I love her. She always helped me do my homework and 
she's always been the smartest person I knew. And almost all my life it has been me 
and her only, and I think that's what's made a special relationship with my mom. Without 
her, I wouldn't be here today. She risks so much for me and therefore I am grateful.  
 
When I finished Kindergarten and was about to move on to the 1st grade, my mom 
decided she wanted for us to have a place of our own. We moved to an apartment big 
enough for us both. It had two rooms, a big kitchen, a long bar table and an open living 
room, with a bathroom.  
 
My mom, and only my mom, worked hard to own such a nice place. She woke up 
everyday at least at 5:00 am, and then she woke me up at 5:30. I was about 6, and I 
couldn't wake up by myself. It was always a struggle for her to wake me up because I 
was so lazy. She had to wake me up and run me to the bathroom, had me take a 
shower, and dressed me, and we left at 6:00. She came to pick me up at my babysitter's 
house at 5:00 pm mostly everyday. Sometimes she had to work long hours. She was a 
cook. Since she worked long hours, she had to pay for me to have a babysitter. $90 
every week. Thinking about her everyday, and whether she would stay even a little bit 
late, made me feel upset and desperate. I wanted to help her, even though I couldn't. I 
at least wanted to let her know that I was proud of her. So I decided and felt motivated 
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to buy her a present every year, for Mother's Day.  
 
One day I came home from school. I was 8 years old. Mom said she wanted to help me 
with my homework to start learning English more fluently. So we helped each other 
while I translated for her and made her understand some English while she tried to 
make me understand schoolwork. She really helped because to me, she was really 
smart. She went to LaGuardia High Community College to learn even more English. It 
was pretty expensive, but she did it anyways.  
 
My mom, knowing that she could do it herself, felt motivated to do the American 
Citizenship Test. I was about 11 years old when she went to her lawyer and asked her 
to help her with the Citizenship Test. Her lawyer gave her one hundred questions and 
told her that she had to remember them by heart. Out of those one hundred questions, 
the person testing her is going to only give her four out of those hundred questions. And 
not only that, but she had to write them down as well. The questions were mostly about 
American History. I saw her every night practicing and practicing until one night she told 
me to test her. I tested her and was actually surprised because I thought she was going 
to get at least some of them wrong, but she didn't. She got them all right. I was really 
proud of her. So, in the end, she passed the American Citizenship Test with a lot of self-
motivation. I decided to make her happy by being motivated and doing well in school. 
Without her, I wouldn't be the person I am today. 
  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   50	  

29. Dahia  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I remember when my mom used to cry all the time, but she would still push 
herself until she could support her family again.” 
 
Hello, my name is Dahia. I'm 14 years old and I attend Corliss High School. This is a 
story about how my mom has had a significant influence on me. I was in the 3rd grade 
and it was a hard time for my mom and dad to take care of my sisters and me. We were 
living on the Southside of Chicago in Roseland. My mom was working and my dad was 
too. All of the sudden she lost her job because they said she came in late everyday. It 
was not her fault that she was not able to have her way to work all the time. She had to 
get on the bus sometimes to go to work.  
 
When she lost her job my dad had to take care of us while my mom went looking for a 
job. I remember when my mom used to cry all the time, but she would still push herself 
until she could support her family again. She would get up at 6:00 am and start looking 
for a job and would not come in until 9:00 pm. I used to feel so sorry for my mom. I 
hated how this was happening to us. It got so bad that my brother and me had to go live 
with my grandmother. I could see my mom when I was at my grandmother's house. I 
could see her trying and trying. Then one day she went to school to become a CNA. 
That's when I saw that everything was changing for us.  
 
Now my mom has a good job and she takes care of all of us and she is doing well with 
her life. This has a big influence on me because I hope that this does not happen to me. 
That's why I try to do my best in school and try to make sure that I don't mess up. When 
I am an adult I hope and pray that this will not happen to my family because I would not 
want my kids to go through the same thing that I went through when I was a little kid. 
This is nothing to play about and it is very sad. 
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30. Dilenia  
Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“My dad is just a dad, no matter how far he is.” 
 
Hi, my name is Dilenia. I would like to take a moment to talk about a childhood 
experience. I was between the ages 5 and almost 6. This was a difficult moment in my 
life where I had to experience my dad going to jail. I didn't know what was going on at 
the moment. Now that I look back, it was a bittersweet feeling because I wasn't aware of 
what was going on. All I could think about was when I would be really excited to go see 
my dad.  
 
There was a time when my mom would wake up really, really early in the morning. She 
would try to get up really quietly, trying not to wake me up. She would take all her 
clothes in the bathroom to get dressed, comb her hair in the bathroom and everything, 
and keep the lights off. What she didn't know is that the night before I'd get all my 
clothes, my Blistex, my lip balm that was like a berry blue. I would put it all together with 
my doll that I got from him. I'd put it all under the bed so when my mom was ready, I'd 
be ready first, so she wouldn't say no to taking me to visit him in jail. She would wake up 
and find me ready with a bunch of gel in my hair and my coat on saying, "Mommy, I'm 
ready." It shows me how much of an impact my dad had on my life when I was younger. 
 
In retrospect I see that I was really attached, I was always more of a daddy's girl. My 
mom would never want me to go because she was afraid of the end result of me saying 
goodbye. I would cry and I'd always come back and think I'm going to see him again. 
That was ten years ago and now I'm 17. The last time I saw him I was maybe 7. But it's 
not like there's not a relationship between me and my dad. He was able to form it. The 
really good thing about it is he doesn't forget about me. He doesn't forget about me or 
my sisters. As a daddy's girl, I've always been really concerned about him, and he's 
always been concerned about me. He never forgets to call me every morning. It's a 
good feeling because it shows me that although he may not be physically here, he's 
here when it comes to helping me with my feelings and advice. That's just the bright 
side of it, that my dad is just a dad. No matter how far he is. Right now he's in Spain. He 
always calls me and he could ease anything. 
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31. James  
Heritage High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“That's why I always keep my mom in mind when I think about giving up, because 
she never gave up.” 
 
My name is James and I go to Heritage High School in Newport News, Virginia. One 
story that I might tell is about a significant person in my life. My mom has had a 
significant impact on my life. This story is important to me because she always showed 
me never to give up, like all my life, since I was young.  
 
She had four kids. I was the third of four, and I know I gave her a hard time when I was 
little. My little brother did too, and my older sisters—they were becoming women—and 
they gave her a hard time. And she was a single parent, so she had to deal with all of 
that by herself. And moving. We always had to find somewhere to live. We were getting 
kicked out of places. She always made sure we had somewhere to go though. She 
always made sure we had food to eat, clothes on our backs. She always made sure we 
got to school. I was never late. I was always on time.  
 
She showed me to never give up. She showed me to keep my head up and to not let 
anything get you down. Because in the end, if you stay strong, you're going to have 
something one day. Every time I felt like I was just going to give up in a time of need or 
a time of struggle, I just think of my mom, and I stay strong because my mom's doing 
good right now. Her not giving up on me, my brothers, and my sisters—it showed me 
that we didn't have to be in the state we're in right now. We could be doing much worse, 
but she didn't give up. It shows you that giving up is not a good thing. It shows you 
staying strong will get you where you want to go.  
 
That's why I always keep my mom in mind when I think about giving up, because she 
never gave up. She did it all by herself. She raised her kids and made sure she worked 
several jobs. She worked two, three jobs at a time just to keep us stable. I generally 
don't get to tell this story because people that haven't struggled before, they tend to not 
listen because they don't understand. But people that have struggled before, you have 
to talk to people like them because they understand what you went through and some 
things that you might be going through in life. 
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32. Juan  
Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“When she smiles, I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s really truthful to me.” 
 
Today I’m going to talk about my mom and why she is so important to me. She’s 
important to me, not just because she is my mom, but because of what she’s done for 
my life. She’s made me the man I am today. She’s taught me what’s good and what’s 
bad, what to do and what not to do. She puts it in a way that’s so different from other 
people. She’s so driven. She taught me to never give up, do what you always want to 
do, take what you want. She dropped out of school in 3rd grade in the Dominican 
Republic to help her family. You should see the smile on her face when I say I passed a 
test, or passed a year. I just can’t wait to get into college and graduate just to make her 
so happy, just to see that big smile. It’s really bright, her smile. When she smiles, I don’t 
know how to explain it, but it’s really truthful to me. I don’t like to talk about this a lot 
because I think it’s kind of private so I keep it to myself. 
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33. Justin  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I wasn't hindered because I didn't have both of my parent figures.” 
 
Hello, this is Justin. First, I would like to say thank you, StoryCorps, for allowing the 
students at Corliss to record on your website. Second, I will be telling you some things 
about me and about my life, some things people may not know about me. The first thing 
I want to start with is what makes me happiest in this world. What makes me the most 
happy in this world is when I see my little sister smile. Both. Both of my sisters. Both of 
my sisters' smiles are like nothing you've ever seen in this world. It's wonderful. It's a 
wonderful feeling to get their smile when you see it. They are both pretty, beautiful 
young ladies and I love them. 
 
Second, I will be talking about people in my life that support me. The people that 
support me are my mom and my grandmother. My grandmother has supported me in 
many ways; she has supplied me with all that I could ever need. She's supplied me with 
clothes, money, and food, all of it. Whatever I needed. Some may say I was a spoiled 
baby, but I don't really care because I am glad for having my grandmother in my life. 
There's nothing much I can really say to that. If I'm spoiled, I'm spoiled because she 
gave me whatever I wanted. My mother was there for me educationally and that's why I 
thank her and I love her. She's always wanted better for her children than what she had. 
My mother will tell you that she never really had that good of an education. She had a 
good education, but she was never really smart as a kid. She'll tell you herself. I just 
thank her for all that's she done for me and I really do love her and I'm glad to have her 
support. She is always pushing me to make me want to do better. I just try my hardest 
because I never want to see her cry or say that her kid had to go through the same 
things that she had to go through. I love my mother. I love my mother dearly. My mother 
has a saying that goes, "How are you supposed to fly with the eagles if you're still 
clucking with the chickens?” I don't know if I fully understand it, but in ways I do. I thank 
her for telling me that because I really do appreciate it and I really do know what it 
means now. Going on into the future I really have got a better understanding of what it 
means. 
 
What I will be talking about is what I've had to overcome to get to this moment in time. 
I've had to overcome a lot of things that people don't really know about. I didn't really 
have a father. At times I would fall off with grades. My grandmother had entered into 
Dementia, which was a really hard time on me in my life because I really do love her 
and I love to spend time with her. To see her not remember some things can really hurt 
me. Let me explain Dementia. Dementia is when you have short-term memory 
problems. It's certain things that she can remember, and certain little things that she 
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can't remember. So, say this morning so-and-so brushed her teeth and she'll say earlier 
that day that she did, and later on today she'll say, "No I didn't say they did that.” That's 
the little thing that she can't remember, but that's okay because I still love her dearly.  
 
Another thing I've had to overcome is not having a father figure in my life. My father just 
now came into my life, and I really do love him now. I've gotten to know him over the 
past two, three years. I really do thank him for coming into my life because now I have a 
better understanding. What people don't understand is that people think you're hindered 
because you don't have both parent figures. I wasn't hindered because I didn't have 
both of my parent figures. I still had uncles that taught me certain things that I needed. I 
had uncles that taught me how to tie my shoes, how to fix oil on cars, how to pump air 
into tires in bikes, how to throw a football, how to play basketball. I have a cousin who 
taught me how to play the drums a tiny bit, but I still learned on my own. I wouldn't say I 
was hindered. I've had people in my life who've helped me and I thank them for that. 
 
Now I'm going to be talking about things I do outside of school. Something I do outside 
of school, like you heard earlier, is play drums. I play drums at school and at church. I 
used to play in a band. Playing drums used to make me feel so free. It's my passion. It's 
what makes me move. It's what keeps me going through the day, I just love it. People 
ask me why do I tap. Sometimes, I know it's a bad habit, but sometimes I just can't help 
it. At times I don't notice that I'm doing it. I really am sorry because some people get 
irritated by it. I really can't help it at times.  
 
It's my passion. It's something I care about. It's something I love. It's always been a 
main concern in my life, a main thing in my life. That's something my father and I have 
in common. We're both drummers. Isn't that a coincidence that me and my father are 
both drummers? And just like me my father plays football. Well, played football. He 
played football in high school. He loved it just like how I love it. Well, those are some 
things I do outside of school. I play sports to get active and drop a couple of pounds. 
Lord knows I need it, and it wouldn't hurt to lose a couple of pounds. The reason why I 
drum is, like I said, because it's my passion. It makes me happy, it makes me feel free. 
 
Last but not least, the one person that I will always love and never forget is my 
grandmother. I can't stop talking about her because she truly is wonderful. She truly is a 
great woman because she's never stopped loving me and I'll never stop loving her. She 
has always helped me and I will always help her. I just want to thank God for my 
grandmother and blessing her to be a part of my life. And pretty much, that's all I have 
to talk about. Thank you for listening. Thank you for your time. God bless you. Goodbye. 
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34. Kimberly  
Urban Assembly School for Law and Justice, New York CIty 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Self-Introduction” and “Who We Are”  

 
“She went to her first sonogram and I went with her and it was fun because I 
actually got to see a side of my mother I never knew.” 
 
Hello, my name is Kimberly. I'm 14 and I'm a student at SLJ high school. I guess what 
I'm proudest of in life is that I know how to work with kids. I have brothers and sisters 
and I know how to work when they're upset and stuff, so I don’t really need my mom 
helping me.  
 
A story that really tells who I am was with my mother when she was having another 
baby around November or such. At first I didn't know what to think because it's been a 
while, like 6 years since my mom had a baby and since my recent brother and I just felt 
"Oh I have to take care of the baby again!" Last time my baby brother was really 
attached to me, my littlest brother. It was different because I was basically taking care of 
him too. My mother was too, but still it was kind of hard because I was like 8 or 9 and a 
little baby just attached to me.  
 
Anyways, my mom was having a baby and around December so I got like really excited 
about it. She went to her first sonogram and I went with her and it was fun because I 
actually got to see a side of my mother I never knew. I didn't know that she was kind of 
excited but at the same time kind of scared because she didn't know how the baby 
would turn out. It’s been a while since she had a baby. So we went in. They made her 
take off her clothes and such. They looked at the sonogram and I was just staring at it 
you know and it was so beautiful.  
 
She was jumping up and down and at first we didn't know it was a girl until recently. 
When I first saw it, I thought it was a girl. I wished it were a girl. So now it's a girl. I'm so 
excited but during that time it was jumping up and down. I was thinking that it would be 
like my baby brother or similar to my brother because she looked like she had a lot of 
energy and that's how my brother is. He has energy. He has non-stop energy, like he's 
always running, always chasing, always screaming, and always trying to play a game. 
He really doesn't like homework that much but he's very curious and such.  
 
So, then the other day my mother told me that the baby had kicked. I'm so excited for 
her because it was like "Oh my God." The baby's really coming and she's being born in 
August. By then, she wishes she had all the clothes and stuff for the baby and I'm just 
so excited for her. It's not about me anymore, I think. I don't think it's mostly about me. I 
don't really think about myself that much anymore. What I'm doing mostly is helping my 
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mom out and helping my siblings out. So I'm just really excited for my baby sister to 
come and I'll be 15 years older than her but still. That would be very fun. 
 
I'm also proudest of being intelligent. My hopes and dreams for the future are to be a 
writer and be successful in life. I don't really want to depend on my mom and my 
parents all the time. I want to help them out. I hope that I become a writer because I just 
love to write and act. I want to work in something creative. I really hope that I help lots of 
people and make my own organizations. I think that's the most important thing for 
human beings to do, help one another instead of putting each other down.  
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35. Lizbeth  
Wells Community Academy High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I really want to make him proud by me going to college and being somebody and 
showing him my gratitude for his dedication, for giving me the chance to be 
something” 
 
Why is it important for me to go to college? I'm guessing the main reason I want to go to 
college is because I want to make my parents proud, mostly my Dad because he never 
got the chance to actually go and study and be something. He finished everything. He 
finished grammar school and high school, but he never got the chance to go to college 
and be somebody. I really want to make him proud by me going to college and being 
somebody and showing him my gratitude for his dedication, for giving me the chance to 
be something, I really want to make him proud. He really never got the chance to. 
 
When he came to the United States, he had hopes to study here but he really didn't 
have a chance to because I'm guessing his family didn't support him at all. His family 
said that for him to actually survive here in the United States, it's to work. To work, work, 
work, work, work and only work. That's the main reason for you to survive here and he 
believed it. He dropped out.  
 
He didn't drop out, but he just dropped the idea of him going to college. Later on, in the 
years he felt bad for leaving his idea. He would tell me stories about how he finished 
high school, grammar school, and how he really, really wished to go to college and he 
really didn't have a chance to. So I want to make him proud. By him showing me, I want 
to show him my gratitude for him, for giving me a chance to be somebody and I want to 
graduate college and be somebody. The only reason for that is motivation for me, and 
it’s him. He's my motivation. 
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36. Michael  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“She is an amazing girl with ultimate potential.” 
 
Hello. My name is Michael and this story is about this wonderful person that I have a 
friendship with. This story is about my friend, Monique. She is a straight-A student, and 
she is smart, pretty, funny, and knows how to make me laugh. We've been best friends 
since the first day of school. I met Monique on September 4, 2012. I learned she is into 
anime as well. My thoughts about this were that I was extremely happy because when I 
first started school I didn't know anyone here. I had no friends. I was used to my old 
school where everybody was cool with me. Then I came to a new school and I was like, 
“Oh God. How do I fit in? Should I be myself or do I try to be like everybody else? Join a 
“clique” as people call it.” I found her around 3rd period and we started talking. I was 
happy to find someone other than me who likes anime. We actually didn't start talking 
until 8th period when she started showing me her drawing. I said, "You can draw.” And 
she said, "I can draw, but you have to show me a picture first so I can draw it". She likes 
almost all the music I like. It's kind of exciting, you know. We're like best friends you 
know. Whoo, Whoo!  
 
She is an amazing girl with ultimate potential. She loves to play her acoustic guitar and 
loves to draw. At school, she is on the bowling team, too. Sometimes we argue, but we 
always make up in the end. That's what makes us best friends. I wrote some poems 
about her that show how much I care about her. As I got to know her I got attached to 
her. She's one of my closest friends. She helps me at school. She's mainly there for 
moral support. She helps me a lot. I always say that I probably wouldn't have made it 
this far through Corliss without her. So yeah, she's a really cool girl. I like her a lot. She's 
always there for me and I'll always be there for her. So, to tell you the truth I was 
astounded to find someone like her. I'm glad I actually met her and that's what makes 
her my best friend. 
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37. Miguel  
World Language High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From,” “Who We Are,” and “Where We’re 
Going” 

 
“Sometimes, it just doesn't help listening to other people that bring you down; 
just the people who make me who I am.” 
 
What up? My name is Miguel. Some things that really are essential to my identity are 
my family, my girl, and my friends too. They really push me to who I want to be and 
where I want to be. Situations in the hood, and stuff—it really didn't make me a better 
person. But my family was there. They really changed my life.  
 
The most significant person that has been in my life has been my godmother. I was 
raised by her since I was one year old and then for four years when my parents worked. 
She was basically like my mother. If she had to change my diapers, she changed my 
diapers. She feed me and, you know, took care of me like a mom while my mom wasn't 
around.  
 
Growing up, I was still close to her. She recently passed away two weeks ago and I'm 
still sad. Still depressed. When I got to her house her couch is still empty. But her 
gospel on the radio that she always listened to is still on and it's always going to be on, 
probably until the day I die. She's just a person that moved my whole family, especially 
her grandchildren. 
 
But I know with the help of my friends and my girlfriend life still goes on. And I'm going 
to do what my godmother told me to do: go to college and get a family, and, you know, 
take her advice. 
 
So I'm recording this, and I'd probably say that something that's really important about 
who I am is my girlfriend. I don't really have anybody in my life. Only my little sister 
cause I don't really get along with my brother or my parents. I met [my girlfriend] and 
she really changed who I am. Like, sharing, and being a caring person, and being a 
better listener. I want to say that it really did really affect my life. She came in, and she 
really did change who I am. Now I'm a better person. I'm a caring person. I care about 
my grades. I'm a good friend to all my friends. I used to be like, no, like, whatever. I 
didn't really care about anything or anybody until she came in. It shows that I do really 
care about her. I can say that I do really love her. 
 
I came in high school, met my girl, and now I can't be without her because we share so 
much. We just understand each other. People might say we're young, this and that and 
whatever, but I don't hear them. “Keep talking,” is all I got to say.  
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You might say, “He’s changed a lot but he's not going to make it.” Well whatever. I'm not 
going to listen to you. I got my family, my friends, my girl. They support me. They don't 
talk smack. That's the only people I'm going to hear. Sometimes, it just doesn't help 
listening to other people that bring you down. Just the people who make me who I am. 
They create my heart and my soul. I love 'em. 
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38. Salvador  
World Language High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I know it kind of doesn't make sense but when I look at my brother I see 
happiness.” 

 
Hi, my name is Salvador and I want to talk to the world about my little brother and his 
impact on my life. My little brother came to my life when I was in the 8th grade when I 
was 14 and ever since then he's opened my eyes to amazing things. I know it kind of 
doesn't make sense but when I look at my brother I see happiness. I see someone that 
would probably do something with their life rather than me because I was going downhill 
before he came. I was doing badly and everything and now that he's here it really 
opened my eyes. I had to be the example for everybody in my family and it's just my 
little brother. I don't know how he did it but that dude changed my life and if he ever 
hears this when he's older, or if I ever keep it, I just want to let him know that I'm proud 
of him. I just want him to see how he's going to turn out. I want him to be the man that 
he wants to be and I hope that he knows that I'm proud of him and that I hope to 
continue being his brother and supportive to him. 
  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   63	  

Gangs & Gun Violence 
 
39. Andrea  

High School of Arts and Business, New York City 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I didn't know they put a trigger on my head.”  
 
One story I might tell about a significant person is my father. This was a long time ago. 
We're talking about eleven years ago that I can remember. I was about 3 years old in 
my country, Columbia. I remember my father used to work late at night. He used to 
come home really, really dirty, with paint on his shirts. His hands were oily. He had 
some black thing on them. And he smelled bad. Even though he was tired from being at 
work, I told him, "Let's go for a little ride on your motorcycle." He did, even though he 
was tired.  
 
It was a normal night, and we took a ride on his green motorcycle. I remember it was 
green. We drove about four blocks ahead. Then I remember a group of five or six guys 
with two motorcycles stopped my dad. They were dressed in some kind of army green 
coats. They told him to get off, but my dad refused. My mom told me a part that I didn't 
remember. When my dad refused, they put an actual trigger to my head. But I didn't 
notice. I didn't know they put a trigger on my head.  
 
So they put a trigger to my head, and that's when my father got off. I remember when he 
picked me up right off the motorcycle and carried me. Then, one of the guys, a white 
guy, got on my father's motorcycle. I think I remember he had a hat. He drove it to the 
other side of the bridge, and we could hear it—the "prrrrrrr," right—we could hear the 
noise of the motorcycle, I remember. He drove it to the other side, and then he whistled, 
and the other guys followed him and just left. 
 
When we walked home, I was so confused because I didn't know what was going on. I 
was little. I didn't know they had robbed him. When I got older, my mom told me that 
those people were bad people. They were a gang, but a different kind of gang. They 
actually had weapons and they actually kill people, for no good reason, because they're 
bad. They kill innocent people, and they rob from them. But they didn't kill my dad or 
me. I wouldn't be here today. Those people. In Spanish, they're called La Guerrilla—The 
Army. The bad army. 
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40. Anthony  
High School for Youth and Development, New York City 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“That day was a very traumatic change in my life because I realized how much 
your life has a value and how fast your life can be taken away from you.” 
 
Hi, my name is Anthony. I'd like to tell all the readers out there how I overcame the fact 
of me getting shot. I overcame getting shot and overcame the traumatic stress by just 
trying to forget about it, by not really bringing up the subject too much, having good 
thoughts, not really having flashbacks, not really thinking about it, going to therapy and 
just living your normal life. I was shot playing basketball when I was 13, on September 
20, 2013. That day was a very traumatic change in my life because I realized how much 
your life has a value and how fast your life can be taken away from you. I just want to 
express to all you readers out there that you should get your education and you should 
be a good person and stay humble because you never know when you’re going to leave 
this world and you can leave any time. Just stay humble, be a good person, treat others 
with respect. 
 
I'd like to just tell you all about it. That day—I believe it was hot that day—I was wearing 
cut-off sweatpants, a grey and navy blue T-shirt, a bucket hat and grey and blue 
sneakers. I remember that day because that was the day Ms. Beck had first screamed 
at me. It was September 20, yes. I had left school, met my friends. I had gone home and 
gotten dressed. I told my mom I was going to the park. I went to the park to play 
basketball because I had a game the next day with my team. It was getting kind of late 
that night. I was getting ready to leave. In the park, they were shooting after somebody 
that they had an altercation with a very long time ago. The person was running behind 
me. The way the park was set up, it looked like that person turned and he ended up 
shooting me by accident. But everything was okay. I went to the hospital. I had surgery 
done. The bullet went straight through my leg and came out in my groin area. 
 
Damn, I don't even know what to say any more. I think that was very traumatic. It was 
very traumatic. That day I realized that you should never joke about your life or anybody 
else's life because your life can be gone in a matter of seconds and you never know 
what's going to happen to you when you go home or when you're out on the street with 
your friends. You could be in the safest neighborhood and anything can happen to you. 
 
I just want to tell you just stay safe. Watch who your friends are and just keep your head 
up even if you're going through a traumatic time. If you believe in God, just pray. God 
always helps you to find a way to overcome things. Now I just pray every night and God 
just helps me cope with the fact that I've gotten shot. He just protects me and watches 
over me no matter where I am. I just keep myself out of trouble. I just stay far away from 



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   65	  

harmful people and bad people and just watch who my friends are. I'd just like to tell you 
readers out there that I am not saying everywhere you go you just turn your head and 
stuff, but just be cautious of everything that you do, everything that you say, and where 
you are. Just be safe and never give up on yourself. If you're going through a traumatic 
time, God forbid if something happens to you, if somebody in your family had died, God 
forbid, just don't give up. Keep grinding and keep going because God has a success 
plan for you. He had one for me and that's why he saved me that night. That's all I have 
to say. 
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41. Antwan  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From” and “Who We Are”  

 
“The streets are real, like the 100's in Chicago. It's real and anything could 
happen at anytime. So that's why I'm just trying to get out of here, try to go to 
school.” 
 
It's Antwan again. I'm doing my second recording. I'm going to talk about when my 
brother got shot. It was June 13th, two days after my birthday. We were walking in the 
100's. We were walking on 107th and out of nowhere a black car drives up. They were 
talking to us and we were talking to them. They asked us if we were with this other gang 
and we were like "Nah, we got into it with them, so we don't really rock with them.” So, 
they were like, "Alright, cool" and then they drove off.  
 
We were thinking it was all good. Bam. Out of nowhere they came back and they were 
like, "Hey, why y'all out? They pulled out a gun so we got to running. I ran down the 
alley. Bam. I made a right and my brother made a left and they get to chasing my 
brother in the car and all you hear is “Vroom!” So I'm running.  
 
I'm running through the main, I'm running on the block and I'm looking through the alley 
while I'm running, I see him running. I see the car behind him and I tell him to cut. He 
made the cut and they get to shooting. Poom! Poom! Poom! Three shots. Bam. He gets 
hit one time in the leg. He falls, and then one of the dudes gets out the car. He gets on 
top of my brother. He shoots him in the chest. Poom! Poom! Two more shots. My 
brother was shot three times. 
 
Luckily, my brother survived. I'm thanking God still to this day that my brother survived. 
How he survived, I don't know. I'm not going to question it. I’m not going to say none of 
that. It was luck. I don't know but after he got shot, then my whole perspective of life just 
changed because I see that when you're in these types of situations and these people. 
The streets are real, like the 100's in Chicago. It's real and anything could happen at 
anytime. So that's why I'm just trying to get out of here, try to go to school. So, that little 
situation right there just changed my whole attitude. Being in the streets and all that but 
either way it goes, I'm still going to do what I'm going to do. I'm trying not to do that but 
it's kind of hard.  
 
Freshmen year I didn't really take school seriously. I had bad grades, I was ditching 
school. I was hanging around with the guys from the block, trying to do something that I 
shouldn't do during school hours. I was also going to school but I wouldn't attend class 
and I didn't want to take it seriously at all. So, it was like "What am I going to do with my 
life? And why am I going down the wrong path?" A lot of people asked me, like, "You 



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   67	  

can do the work but it's just that you don't try. You don't try to put effort toward doing the 
work."  
 
I would just look at them like, "Man, you don't even know what you're talking about" and 
all this other stuff. One day I got my report card and I had nothing but all F's. Once I saw 
that, I was like, "Wow. This is serious." I talked to one of my counselors and they were 
telling me, "Yeah. You can't get all F's and expect to get a million dollars. If you're 
getting all F's, how are you going to pay for school, college, and all this?" I was like, 
"Yeah. Basically, you're right."  
 
So it was like, "Okay, now I have to stop doing what I'm doing to get on the right path." 
I'm not going to say that I did it right then and there because I'd be lying to you all. I'm 
not going to lie to you all. I was doing what I was doing. I still was acting a fool, you 
know? Then one day I talked to my grandmother and she said she really wants to see 
me walk across the stage. She doesn't want to see me fail in life. So, I was like, "Alright. 
I'm going to do this for my grandmother and I'm going to do this for my family." So I got 
my act together, you know?  
 
Now I'm a senior with a better GPA. I'm getting better grades. I'm doing all my work. I 
don't know what was I thinking back then. I thought school wasn't for me back then but 
now I see school is for anybody. If you want to put your mind to it, you can really do it. 
I'm doing way better now, though. Antwan is the man now. No jokes, but if it wasn't for 
my grandmother and for the people who inspire me to do better in school, I don't know 
where I would be right now. I'd probably be, I don't know, still on the streets, still 
hustling, still doing what I used to do but now I changed my ways. I'm getting better 
grades, doing all my work, and going to attend Indiana State in the Fall so everything is 
all good now. Don't let anybody tell you can't do it because you really can. So take it 
from me—Antwan. 
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42. Cleopatra  
Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
I looked back and thought, "You know, I could be in the same position my uncle 
was in if I don't take care of myself."  
 
Hi, my name is Cleopatra and I go to the school Cesar Chavez. I attend the 10th grade. 
Today I'll be sharing a story that was about a significant person in my life. I am now 
talking about my Uncle Edwin who was shot when he was 16 years old. This was due to 
gun violence and gang related activity. This has shaped me now as a person because 
not so long ago I use to have many friends in gangs. After this one time that my friend 
was shot, I looked back and thought, "You know, I could be in the same position my 
uncle was in if I don't take care of myself."  
 
This story is important to me because my uncle was someone that meant so much to 
the family and I see how much it impacts the family and how hurt they are about losing 
such a significant person. I remember when I was on that kind of path—my mom would 
have a hard time and I tried to be better because I always want to be a good daughter. 
It's hard to just let everybody go since they're your friends. This is a story that I don't 
generally tell people because it's very deep and it hurts to talk about it and it's not 
something that I just share with any random person. I want you to feel the way I feel by 
just knowing that it hurts to not be able to see cousins that were supposed to be born, 
and that you were supposed to play around with and to not see that uncle.  
 
Everybody was like "Oh, he was so cool," and your pictures, and not to have them there 
on special holidays like Christmas and Thanksgiving. And just to be in the position they 
were and to see one of my closest friends get shot in front of my face is such a terrible 
experience. It's like you want to scream for help but you just know you can't or then 
you'll be the next one getting shot. I wouldn't want anybody to go through something this 
intense but this is what has shaped me now to know who I should choose as friends 
and what kind of people I should hang out with. Thank you. 
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43. Danny  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I was thinking, ‘Oh my God, we're all going to die. Oh, somebody please help 
us.’” 
 
My name is Danny, and I'm going to talk about when my house got shot up. It was a 
November night, and I must have been in the 6th grade. I was watching TV when I 
heard some noises like people playing. Then I started hearing gunshots coming through 
our doors and all that. I was thinking, “Oh my God, we're all going to die. Oh, somebody 
please help us.” Then it just stopped. I looked around to see if anybody was hurt. My 
sisters got skimmed by a bullet. My nephew almost got his afro shot. He was walking in 
the middle of the hallway when it was all happening. I was making sure that nobody got 
hurt because I was the man of the house.  
 
There was nothing but females in the house at that time, so I wanted to make sure that 
everybody was all right. Then my mama came through the door and I was crying 
because I was glad to be alive. She told me that my two dead cousins were watching 
over us making sure we were all right. At the same time it made me mad—why would 
they just shoot up like that? The reason they shot at our house was because of gang 
violence. That made me mad and made me want to fight. It made me stronger. It made 
me the person I want to be today.  
 
Don't be playing around. Don't be playing around with the wrong people because 
playing with the wrong people can get you killed. I have more pressures on my life. Most 
people don't think about that, but really, they just end up dead. I'm just trying to live a full 
life because of what just happened there. That really got to me. I had to think for a long 
time. I ain't going to gangbang; I ain't going to do anything. I'm just going to be serious 
about life. Try to pay attention in school and everything. Get an education. Get a job and 
meet that special woman. Have two kids, live a full life, and say, "At least I paid 
attention. I'm not dead by gun violence or getting jumped on, or gang affiliation." I just 
want to live a good life. 
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44. Jasmin  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“They used to be in these gangs, you know, and I wanted to be just like them.” 
 
Hey. My name is Jasmin. I'm fifteen years old and I go to Gateway STEM High School. 
Outside of school, I love to play soccer. I play with my brothers and I'm also on a team. 
It's so much fun. I guess something else I'm really proud of in my life is I'm glad to be 
one of the members of the Christian Congregation of Jehovah Witnesses. Being a 
Jehovah Witness makes me different in a good way, there's nothing bad. 
 
When people ask me are you one, I'm like, "Yes I am." I'm not afraid to show it. If I see 
somebody that is having trouble, I would share my spirit and wisdom with them, try to 
make them feel better and make them welcome when they want to come by or 
whenever they want to talk to someone. I think this is something I'm really proud of and I 
will dedicate my life to it.  
 
I think that the people who had the biggest impact on my life right would be my older 
brothers: Tony, Dwayne and Leon. I think they all helped me realize that what I was 
doing was not right and that if I would follow in their footsteps that wasn't the right thing 
to do. They used to be in these gangs, you know, and I wanted to be just like them. I 
thought it was cool, all these guns and shooting, I don't know what was going through 
my mind. They helped me realize that I need to focus more on my school, even though I 
really don't like school. I would do anything not to go there.  
 
They helped me realize that with my talent at soccer, I could actually become a 
professional soccer player. I think that because of that, I am who I am right now. I'm 
more focused on my sport and on what I can do with my life instead of being a gang 
member. I mean, looking at how my uncles and my aunt turned out is scary. Now I 
realize that I was young; I was thirteen years old over here trying to get into a gang. I 
think because of them helping me change I also set an example for my little brother. I 
told him he is an amazing soccer player and he has great talent. I told him "You don't 
have to be just like them, you know?"  
 
I wanted to be like that; I told him my whole story, you know, having somebody die right 
in my arms. That was the scariest thing that happened. I think that's an event from my 
past that also impacted me. You know, having somebody die right in front of you, it's 
scary, especially someone that was trying to protect you. Although they weren't friends 
with my brothers, that was still kind of scary and I don't want my little brother or anybody 
else to go through that. So, if you're in a gang and you want to be just like everybody 
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else, and you want to act cool, just don't. It's not even cool. It might seem like it, but 
once you're in, you're in. I'm glad that I changed and I owe all that to my older brothers. 
 
45. Jurule  

Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I'm feeling better and I'm doing good but sometimes, I'm still hurting.” 
 
This event happened in the past, but it will always follow me. People who know about it 
will always treat me differently. The event occurred when I was outside the park with my 
little cousin. We started off playing basketball with some of my friends. Then we played 
a neighborhood game. That's when it happened.  
 
First, two people came up to my friend and me and showed the gun and pulled it out. 
But it was fake, so they didn't shoot and we ran them off. So after that, I told my cousin 
to go home. When he left, me and some other people started to walk to McDonalds. 
Then we saw them again, but when they came back it was with more people. So we 
stopped, and they kept walking towards us. When I saw the people that came up to me 
the first time, I started to take my shirt off. When my shirt was off, one boy kept walking 
towards me. He pulled out a gun and he shot it. I was hit one time in my left arm. When I 
heard the gunshots, I ran, not knowing I was shot. But when I looked to check if I was 
hit, I saw blood pouring out of my arm. When he tried to shoot me again, one of my 
friends hit him, so he shot at him. He saw another person he didn't like and shot at 
him—hit him in his leg once. When he shot again, he hit someone in the head, but he 
didn't die. As I was running, I finally stopped. And another friend called me to his house 
where I sat down on the grass and blacked out.  
 
When I woke up, I was at the hospital. I couldn't feel anything, but I was awake. I saw 
doctors. They kept asking me questions, and later that day I was told I was almost 
paralyzed. When the doctor left, I got to see my family. My mom was the first to come 
see me along with my auntie. I couldn't talk. I saw a lot of my friends and family that 
day. A couple of people took pictures of and with me. A couple of days later, I was 
moved to a room where I had a nurse and a bathroom. My mom stayed with me 
everyday I was there, and one of my aunties stayed most of the time. A lot of people 
came to see me. My mom helped me up and helped me walk. I was in the hospital for 
two weeks. When I got home, I could barely walk and I had no balance. But as months 
pass, I'm feeling better, but I still don't have that much balance. But I'm feeling better 
and I'm doing good. But sometimes, I'm still hurting. 
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46. Quentin  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“So I began to talk to elders, teachers, anybody I believed to help me, and give 
me motivation to go back to school and get things done.” 
 
My name is Quentin from Corliss High School. I would like to talk about one of the 
difficult times in my life and how I overcame it. The title of my story is called "What 
Doesn't Kill You Makes You Stronger."  
 
One day I was talking to one of my friends and I was telling them how school was not 
fun anymore. It was boring and I didn't want to do it anymore. Most of my friends were 
already dropouts. So by me hanging with them it made me want to drop out of school. I 
began to not take school seriously, so I stopped going and I got too comfortable hanging 
on the block with my friends. I had my good times and I had my bad times.  
 
One day I thought to myself, what am I doing out of school? I know that a man would be 
nothing without an education, but even though I know that I still never went back. My life 
began to go downhill. I wasn't in school so I had more time to do dangerous things. I 
went to jail for doing something illegal and I was in there for a long time. I got out 
blaming nobody but myself. I knew that it was my fault all along. I didn't want to do 
anything but kick it with my friends and family when I got out. I began to do what I 
wanted and my life got even harder.  
 
I wound up getting shot by one of my rivals. The shot nearly paralyzed me by inches, 
but the doctor said I would be okay though. When I got shot it didn't change me, it didn't 
make me want to think different, it didn't make me want to go back to school, and it 
didn't scare me. I kind of feel like how am I still alive? I thought I shouldn't be living right 
at this moment. The bullet traveled from my shoulder to my neck, nearly going through 
my neck to cut off my breathing.  
 
After that, I wanted to ask my mom to sign me back up for school. I felt that life was too 
much to throw it away by gang banging and doing other things on these streets. I'd 
rather be something in my life and be somebody. I began to talk to other people so I 
could get self-motivation. I had no motivation to do anything really. I wanted to do what I 
want and that wasn't getting me anywhere. So I began to talk to elders, teachers, 
anybody I believed to help me, and give me motivation to go back to school and get 
things done. So, I got good motivation from everybody on my block, friends, family, and 
others. So I got back in school and I got to do what I was supposed to do. 
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Gender and Sexuality Issues 
 
47. Erica  

Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“It's really important that they allow children in schools to express themselves…I 
just really think that it's important for people to be themselves.” 
 
Just a few months ago, I challenged a belief. My sister came home and told me about a 
boy in her class who says that he's gay. And so he wanted to wear a headband one 
day, and for some reason, the teachers weren't letting him. They told him that he should 
take it off, that he had to put it away. But he kind of just refused because it wasn't really 
bothering anyone.  
 
So eventually it got to the point where they had to send him down to the office where 
they called his parents. His parents told him that if they were telling him to take it off, 
then he would have to take it off. So that day after school, after this had all happened, 
my sister came home and she told me about it. So, I created a Twitter post that basically 
just explained the story and was like "If you disagree, then re-tweet this and favorite it. 
Spread awareness." It ended up actually getting a lot of attention. It got around 50 re-
tweets and favorites, I believe.  
 
But I just think that it was really wrong for them to do that. And so what really kind of 
inspired me was that the entire grade at the school came in and they all wore 
headbands. All the boys did, and only the boys got yelled at for it. And so, eventually, 
the parents came in to talk about the incident with the administration at the school, and 
he was allowed to wear it. And I think that it's really important that they allow children in 
schools to express themselves. And I wouldn't change anything about this because I 
just really think that it's important for people to be themselves. And I would make this 
decision over and over and over again, until everyone was able to love who they want to 
love, to be who they want to be, and just wear what they want to wear. 
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48. Kira  
Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 
 

“So now, I’m just like a happy ball of gay and I don’t care what people say about 
it.” 

 
Hi, my name is Kira and this is a story about my awkward finding-myself phase, more 
specifically, my journey of figuring out my sexuality. But let me tell you, this is still an on-
going process of finding myself, so let’s start from the very beginning. 
 
I used to go around acting all straight and thinking that the thoughts in the back of my 
head were really strange because I liked boys. I knew that for sure I did. But I had these 
thoughts that were traditionally strange about girls and being attractive and stuff. Then 
one of my friends, I think her name was Marisa, she came out as being a lesbian. I felt 
weird because I was supposed to believe that gays were bad, but I never really agreed 
with that knowing that God loves everyone. I always knew that whatever I did, I would 
be loved. So back to Marisa, I always had a crush on her, and I just loved everything 
about her; her personality, her kisses, the way she held my hand, the crook in one of 
her teeth. She was actually the first person I fell in love with. She was my first girlfriend.  
 
I realized I needed to broaden my horizons, so I started identifying myself as bisexual. 
Most of the people I started dating in my life were girls, but that changed recently 
because I started to do some research on transgender people for an essay and I 
realized that I was strangely attracted to someone I got in contact with for research. Her 
name was Chelsea. She was going through a transition to become a woman. That’s 
when I realized I was pansexual, which means I’m not limited in my sexual choice in 
regards to biological sex, gender, or gender identity. So now, I’m just like a happy ball of 
gay and I don’t care what people say about it. My Christian family started to shun me 
but all my friends were accepting and loving and I couldn’t be happier. 
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49. Makayla  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I hate to see people judged because of their sexuality.” 
 
This is the story of the time I joined the Gay-Straight Alliance club. It was the start of 
freshman year at Argo Community High School when we were at orientation, and they 
had tents set up with different programs and after-school activities. My friend Morgan 
and I wanted to sign up for something with each other because we'd sworn to each 
other we were best friends since we had the same interests in music. We both like 
Sleeping with Sirens and Blood on the Dance Floor. But we love reading and writing too. 
She's a hipster-type like myself, but she shows it more, I guess.  
 
Anyways, while walking around, we couldn't find anything. I caught a flyer for the Gay-
Straight Alliance club. Morgan and I went over to see what it was about. Later we 
learned that it was a club for people who are gay, straight, etc., or who support them. 
We made posters, flyers, wrote poems, and even went on walks downtown to protest for 
them to be equal. I really love that because I myself support people who have interest in 
the opposite sex. I can't judge and never will because they are human. God made them 
who they are. I mean—it's their decision.  
 
My aunt on my mom's side, Tanisha, is gay. But when I see her, I still see the same 
aunt who used to pick me up from school and take us downtown because we felt like it. 
Everyone should be equal even if they're gay, lesbian, straight, transgender, etc.  
 
Morgan and I went on every Wednesday and Friday after school. The instructors, who 
are also gay, Ms. Castro and Mr. James, always told us that we were the most 
productive ones out of the group because our poems meant the most, our posters were 
always the boldest and brightest, and whenever we marched, Morgan and I would spray 
paint our hair in rainbow colors.  
 
When I told my mom about me being in the club, she told me that she was very proud of 
me and to keep up the good work. I do enjoy helping people because I hate to see 
people sad or unhappy. I hate to see people judged because of their sexuality. 
Honestly, it's not right. Because even though they are different, they are the same.  
 
When I had to transfer from Argo Community High School, I was sad and upset—sad 
that I was leaving all my friends, but more sad that I was leaving Morgan. Upset that I 
wouldn't be able to participate in the Gay-Straight Alliance club again. I really loved that 
activity and if I had the opportunity to attend it again, I would. My message for this 
recording is to treat others how you want to be treated or treat everyone equal.  
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50. Mejira  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2012—2013 
“Who We Are” 

 
“In the gypsy world, the girls have to get married young and they drop out of 
school for that.” 
 
Something that makes me different is me just being a gypsy. In the gypsy world, the 
girls have to get married young and they drop out of school for that. But me, I'm already 
15, going on 16, and I still haven't gotten married. Everyone gets so shocked when they 
find out I'm still in school. I remember when I told my mom when freshman year started 
that I don't want to drop out of school. I want to go on and finish high school and go to 
college. She just looked at me and said, "Why would you want to do that? Do you know 
what the tradition is? You know that's wrong and it's not part of the gypsy life to do that. 
Your sisters and I and everyone before you has dropped out of school just to get 
married, and now you're going to change your ways?"  
 
I was quiet for a while because I didn't know what to say. I felt like she was disappointed 
in me because I didn't want to give up school to get married. It's something I don't want 
to do, follow the gypsy life. That's what she was worried about I guess.  
 
What if I don't end up being like a gypsy? Then my life won't be like everyone else's. 
That's what makes me different. And it's important to me. It impacts me because 
everyday I have to go on knowing I have to change the line in the gypsy world. 
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51. Trey  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“My whole drive of living in this world has been geared towards being a better 
role model for other males in my society.” 
 
When I was little, I grew up in a house with my single mother. My biological father 
skipped town because he had responsibilities somewhere else. He cheated on his wife 
and had three other kids. So he left my mom alone with a kid and told her that he had 
nothing to do with me, he wasn't going to accept responsibility. I was a just a living 
mistake to him. And I had communication with him before, and he told me that I was a 
mistake, and no matter what I do in life, it was always going to be like that. And so it hurt 
me that he would just label me like that in the beginning of my life. And I watched my 
mom struggle with this.  
 
When I grew up, I thought about him as a man, not just as a father. But I thought about 
his manhood and I was like, "That's no way a man should be." So I learned from his 
mistakes and I developed dreams from that. So my whole drive of living in this world has 
been geared towards being a better role model for other males in my society. Not just 
younger ones, but older ones too, on how you should carry yourself as a male.  
 
Being a gentleman was something that came very much to mind. I never really allowed 
people to mistreat woman in any kind of way, shape, or form. I always carried myself in 
a higher light than that. 
 
My dream, my ultimate dream since I was little, since I was like 9, has been to become 
an architect. I love to build. I love to make things better around me. To become an 
architect has been my ultimate dream—to build a house when I get older, raise a family, 
and accept responsibility for everything I do, not just the good things, but also the bad 
things.  
 
So, that little patch of history from my past about my biological father, and how he 
treated me—it may have been a bad beginning for me, but I made the best of it. I used 
what he told me of what I was going to be as a reminder and as my initial drive to do 
better. Because no matter what they tell me, I'm always going to do better than what 
they tell me. 
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Health, Wellness & Ability 
 
52. Alison  

Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
I just remember lying there and looking at the doctors like they had five heads, e 
thinking, "What are you going to do to me?"  
 
I remember it like it was yesterday. I was in 8th grade, thirteen years old, and it was a 
week before my fourteenth birthday. I was laying in a hospital bed at Children's Hospital 
in Boston. It was a day that was going to change how I looked at hard situations, 
probably for the rest of my life. I had an ovarian cyst on my left ovary, and I didn't really 
know much about that until I got to the hospital and had ultrasounds done and tests run, 
and they found out that it was very big. They said that if it gets any bigger it could 
strangle the ovary and I wouldn't be able to have children.  
 
I remember just looking at my mom, and she had tears in her eyes, and she knew that 
all I ever wanted to have in my life was kids because I just love them so much. I 
remember just wanting to cry and say how unfair it was, but in reality I couldn't really do 
anything. I couldn't change the course of what happened that day. I remember after 
them putting me on a series of really strong drugs, like morphine, I was in so much pain. 
And finally the surgeon came in and said, "We need to operate. Prepare for surgery, 
stat." I just remember lying there and looking at the doctors like they had five heads, 
thinking, "What are you going to do to me?"  
 
Then when I woke up I remember a team of doctors just hovering over me, and my 
parents weren't there because they had to take care of my brothers. They had told me 
what had happened, and how the cyst had burst and just bled into my stomach, and 
they had to drain my whole stomach and remove a few of the cysts because there were 
so many in there. It was just probably the most terrifying day of my life, and it changed 
the way I looked at, you know, hardships. You have to face them with your head up and 
you can't think that it's going to be the end of the world, because everything gets better 
with time. I'm still alive, I'm here today, and without that something probably a lot worse 
could've happened to me. 
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53. Amanda  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I remember lying in bed, not being able to breathe.”  
 
Hi, my name is Amanda and today I wanted to talk about my past events with anxiety 
and how it affects me pretty much every day. It's really hard to talk about and whatnot 
because of stuff, and yeah. So I wrote maybe two pages of stuff just so I can be able to 
say it because otherwise I wouldn't be able to.  
 
So the first time I ever remember getting a panic attack was when I broke up with this 
one guy and then three days later he got with my best friend. I know it seems really, 
really silly, but I just remember laying in bed, not being able to breathe, crying, just like 
shaking, and not being able to fall asleep; it was a really long night. 
 
And that's how it feels. You just can't breathe, your heart starts to race, and all you want 
to do is lay down and cry. But sometimes my vision gets blurry and whatnot, and spotty. 
It's really bad because sometimes I'll get it in class. I'll get it in the bus, I'll get it at home, 
I'll get it in the locker room, I'll get it anywhere and anytime. And how it works is like you 
can have a five to twenty-five minute period of it. You could also get it all day by just 
having a really high attack for five minutes, going down really low to no anxiety for half 
an hour, then going back up; it's terrible. It's worse when I get it in class because all I 
can do is just sit there and let it pass and hope that no one notices because you can't 
really escape the feeling of that, especially while all your peers are around. 
 
It gets really scary because I don't want anybody else to see that part of me, I guess. I 
don't tell anyone. When I told my mom about it, it was maybe a month or two ago. The 
only thing that I found that will get rid of it would be ice hockey but that also makes it 
worse at the same time due to long-term effects. Because in ice hockey, you are taught 
to be physically and mentally tough. You are always taught to get back up when you fall 
down. Because of that, I don't really like talking to anybody about it. I feel that it makes 
me look weak, like crying and just wanting to get away from everybody. It all makes me 
sick. I just really hate that because I play boys' hockey. You got to be tough; especially 
for a girl. You got to be wicked tough. 
 
These attacks affect my school and social life. I will get one in class and do badly that 
day because, like I said, once you get one, it could stop that day or it could go up and 
down all day, so I may have a twenty minute resting period but then go back to really 
high anxiety levels or I just stop and that's the only one for that day. I can't go out with 
my friends anymore because I'm afraid that I might get one. We might be at the mall 
and I might get one. I might not be able to control it as I could in class. 
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I really have no clue what sets me off, so it's really hard to stay away from things that 
might set me off. I remember in Spanish class last year, people would not shut up and 
my teacher didn't do anything. She was a terrible teacher and she would just not do her 
job. So I became really nervous and I just had to leave the room. That's the first time I 
ever left class like that. Otherwise, I'll just sit there. I'll just let it pass, not tell anybody 
about it. I'll sit there shaking my leg, I don't know what to do. My mom suggested going 
to the doctors and getting medicine for it, but I know that's not going to help me. It's 
going to get rid of the pain but not actually fix it, especially during presentations at my 
school. It's the worst. 
 
Getting up in front of everybody and talking. All my classmates that are recording today, 
they can tell you when I did a presentation a week or two ago, my face got so red. I 
started shaking. I couldn't speak. It's honestly terrible, and you can't even do the things 
you love anymore. The only thing that I really do nowadays is hockey because that's the 
only thing that helps, but also makes it worse. I stopped doing other things that make 
me happy like going out. I stopped reading, I think, yeah, because I was afraid that 
people would judge me and say, "Ugh, she's reading a book. No one likes her," stuff like 
that. I think that is it. So thank you for listening. 
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54. Amirah  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“Honestly, I just didn't know what to do and I felt like a total failure.” 
 
Last year, when I was in the 9th grade, I went through a very difficult time in my life. I 
have a younger sister who is currently in the 8th grade. But last year when she was in 
the 7th grade, there was a big issue with her. In middle school she was getting bullied 
by a lot of her supposed friends and she managed to fall into a severe depression with 
severe anxiety. She was getting anxiety attacks. She was suicidal. She had to be 
admitted to the hospital even, which was terrifying. It kind of made me feel like a failure 
because I felt like I should have known. Because she pretended she was happy but in 
reality she really wasn't and she was very close to committing suicide.  
 
So I kind of felt like it was my fault. And I didn't know what to do. I was scared. I had 
never ever experienced anything like that before. And when my sister was admitted to 
the hospital, she was admitted to a ward for people who are at risk for endangering their 
own lives, and we weren't allowed to go see her. And I was terrified. My whole family 
was terrified. And honestly I just didn't know what to do and I felt like a total failure. She 
had been cutting herself and just doing these horrible things and the fact that me and 
my sister—I had thought that we were really, really close and I had no clue what was 
going on kind of made me feel like I didn't know her as much as I thought I did.  
 
But one day when we were at home, we got into a little argument because, you know, 
that's what sisters do. And so we were fighting, but not like really fighting, it was more 
like an argument over a stupid, petty thing. And she was upset, and I felt bad. But I was 
angry, so she locked herself in her room, and I stayed in my room. And I was just all of a 
sudden concerned because I didn't know if something I had said could make her do 
anything that would harm us or anything. I didn't know what to do. It was one of the 
scariest experiences that I'd ever been through.  
 
But then later when my dad went up there into her bedroom to get her out, my sister 
wasn't in her room. She had somehow gotten out of her room. And I didn't know where 
she was, and she had left a scarf hanging from the ceiling fan. And I was like, "Oh my 
gosh." And then she had left a note on her bed, sort of like a suicide note. And what she 
put in the note said that what she was going to do basically was my fault. And I felt like 
the most horrible person in the world. I cried and I cried and I cried. But thankfully -- 
thank God -- she was ok and she didn't have the courage to, um, do it.  
 
So she was admitted again to the hospital and she got medication and she was starting 
to feel better and thankfully now things have gotten better at home. She's more open 
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about herself. She's not completely better yet, but we're on our way to that. And this 
event, it changed me as a person. It made me realize that I have to be careful about 
what I say and that I can't just be.... It just made me a better person because it made 
me realize things that I say and what people say can actually really hurt people. And I 
hope others can learn from my experience because I would never wish that on the worst 
person in the world because it was the most terrifying thing in my life. 
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55. Andre  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“One of my biggest struggles growing up was overcoming my social limitations 
due to my Asperger's Syndrome.” 
 
I really don't know how to answer who I am. I know a few things about myself and what I 
have overcame in the short years I have lived. One of my biggest struggles growing up 
was overcoming my social limitations due to my Asperger's Syndrome. It made social 
interactions quite difficult and almost nearly impossible. Soon I learned over the years to 
blend and master social cues, which posed great difficulty for me. And it was hard to still 
be true to myself also.  
 
My mother was the biggest helper in this. Without her, I wouldn't have achieved what I 
have now. She's the greatest person ever. And hard work is also what got me here as 
well. I have this natural thing that I will keep working hard to get to where I want to be, 
academically also. I care a lot about people around me. Usually I have a hard time 
showing that. You know, usually some people don't see it. And that is pretty much the 
basis of who I am.  
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56. Chaazaq  
High School for Service and Learning, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I feel like this isn't slowing me down; it’s just another thing for me to dodge in 
my life, basically.” 
 
My name is Chaazaq, I'm in the 9th grade and I'm diabetic. In August 2014, I was 
continuously vomiting and soon I was brought to the hospital and the doctor told me that 
I had type 1 diabetes.  
 
A week before my 9th grade year, my parents went to work and it was just me and my 
siblings who were home. The previous day I was using the bathroom a lot, a lot, like 
every five to ten minutes I would go to the bathroom. The next morning I continued to 
just vomit, I mean, I continued to use the bathroom a lot. Soon, I started vomiting like 
every twenty minutes and my sisters, they had called my aunt, my dad, and my mother, 
and when they came home, they realized that my symptoms were very severe. My mom 
decided to definitely bring me to the emergency room at the hospital.  
 
When we got to hospital I was asleep for half an hour. When I woke up the doctor 
basically explained to me that I had diabetes. But they had told me that it's not the fact 
that I eat too much sugar, it's the fact that my pancreas stopped producing insulin, and 
insulin basically regulates how much sugar you eat. At first, I had thought that this was 
going to be a big problem. It was going to be really annoying and I was probably just 
going to give up.  
 
But as the months went by, I realized this isn't even that big of an issue. It's just another 
hurdle for me to jump over in my life. I feel like now I am accustomed to it and I'm used 
to what I have to do. I know that I have to make sure I watch what I eat and I take care 
of myself, of my sugar. My whole family is there for me. Whenever we have little get 
togethers or whatever, there are always little snacks that I can eat without having to take 
my insulin. My family's been there for me whenever it comes to this, and I'm thankful for 
that.  
 
Most people think that when you're diabetic, “Oh you can't eat sugar, you can't do this or 
you can't do that.” But, actually, I do eat sugar. As long as I regulate how much I eat, I'm 
ok. I'm really fine now; it's not even that big of an issue with me. I feel like this isn't 
slowing me down. I feel like if people were to ask me, “Is this an obstacle in your life?" I 
would most definitely say no. This isn't doing anything to me, it's not slowing me down in 
any way. It's just something that I could just—it's just another thing for me to dodge in 
my life, basically. 
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57. Christopher 
Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO  
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
"Jordan, I need your help. I started cutting about a year ago. Now I can't stop." 
 
In my 7th grade year I spent quite a bit of time with my friends, but one especially 
because to her I was technically her brother. One time that I helped her was, well, first 
of all I noticed she had small scars on her arms. When I asked her about it she said at 
first that they were cat scratches but then later on she said, and her exact words, 
"Jordan, I need your help. I started cutting about a year ago. Now I can't stop."  
 
Due to her addiction to cutting, I tried as hard as possible to help her and help her stop. 
However, her other friend said she had screamed at her and told her, "You know that 
can be horrible for your health!" She felt like she couldn't trust anybody so it was pretty 
hard for her to come to me and ask for help. Whenever she did, I did as much as I 
possibly could and within about a month she said she was doing better. Later on, she 
and I could easily talk about it without her being uncomfortable and about six months 
after that, she finally said, "Ok, I've stopped." That was back in 7th grade, so that was 
about 2 years ago. As far as I know, she hasn't been cutting ever since. So, that's one 
example of me being a friend to another friend. 
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58. Lirio  
Wells Community Academy High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I'm going to stand on my feet and I'm going to prove them all wrong.” 
 
Today I'm going to talk about me, about my story. This story is going to be very 
important because it shows that we all could be successful in life and nobody should be 
able to put us down. One time, since I was little, since 1st grade I've been bullied all my 
life and sometimes when teachers tease me, some kids tease me. They told me that I 
was stupid, and then I would give up sometimes, you know? We all give up at points, 
but then at the same time we all just get back on our feet, right? So, one time a teacher 
told me that this stuff should be easy for me. It's in a low-grade level, and I'm in a high-
grade level. In my head I was like, "So what, if I can't do it, so what if I'm in a low-grade 
level? What's happening is that I'm trying my best, aren't I?"  
 
Here's the second thing. At home, my mom will get upset when teachers say that stuff. I 
remember in 8th grade, my principal told me that I wasn't going to graduate. That 
supposedly I wasn't going to do well on my test. Then later on you know...I have this 
thing. I see things that other people can't see. I have hallucinations. I could hear voices 
that people can't hear. I freaked out because I didn't know what I was going to do. Later 
on, they ended up hospitalizing me. Then they labeled me as a crazy person. I was like, 
"No, that's not fair." Then, you know what. I finally understand it now. Just, because I 
see things that people can't see and I hear things that people can't hear, it doesn't mean 
I'm crazy. Everybody always puts me down because some of them found out. I don't 
even know how. Now they call me crazy this and that, and then later on, I got right back 
on my feet and I'm like, "You know what I found out? I have a special gift that you guys 
don't have and for you it might be crazy, but for me it isn’t. It's a gift where I could help 
out other people in real life in this world, that could help them move on." 
 
I need to take so many medications, but then I talked to my doctor and she says, "You 
know what? I feel you, like you don't need this. You're not crazy." I felt happy. They're 
people that know that from all the words that people tell me, I've been cutting myself, 
I've been thinking about suicide, and I cry all the time. But, at the same time, they all 
know that I've always gotten back on my feet and proved them all wrong. Right now, I'm 
a freshman and right now I'm doing great. I'm on my feet. I'm ready to do other stuff. I'm 
not going to let people get me back down on my feet. I'm not going to let them get me 
on my knees. I'm going to stand on my feet and I'm going to prove them all wrong. 
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Identity 
 
59. Carla  

Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“We would play games, refill bottles, eat and watch movies and then check on 
both mother and daughter every five to ten minutes.”  
 
My big cousin, Tia, gave birth to her first baby girl, Tania on April 27, 2012. My sister 
and I went shopping for Tia. She would have done it herself but she was so far along in 
her pregnancy. At 10 o'clock that night, Tia went into labor. I knew because I could hear 
her from the other room telling my little cousin Deshaun, "Your little sister's on her way!"  
 
We went to the hospital and, boom, around 2:45 to 2:50, Tania Celeste Bernie Michelle 
was born—a 7 pound 6 ounce baby with a lot of brown hair and brown eyes. She was 
the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. When she came home from the hospital she 
cried a lot. Tia was tired; she couldn't sleep because Tania wouldn't stop crying. Tia 
asked me to watch Tania while she made a bottle. I didn't mind because I could see the 
rings of exhaustion in her eyes. I picked up Tania and made faces but she still cried. I 
changed her diaper, fed her, played with her and bathed her; she still cried. I finally got 
the idea to do what my Mum did to me when I was a baby like Tania.  
 
We called Grandma Ruby. Grandma told us to put the baby cereal in her bottle for milk. 
So we did and—thank the Lord—Tania finally shut up. As Tania went back to sleep, I 
made sure that Tania was fed, fresh and happy. Every two minutes, I watched Tania's 
ribcage as she would sleep to check to see if she would have an asthma attack like I did 
as a baby. When I went to sleep, my cousin Deshawn woke up and took over the shift of 
watching Tania. We would play games, refill bottles, eat and watch movies and then 
check on both mother and daughter every five to ten minutes.  
 
I felt good with helping my big cousin with her baby. I know what you are thinking—not 
because of the money. It is because I am doing what she did for my mom and me when 
I was baby. Besides, she and I are closer than cousins. We are like sisters and BFFs.  
 
After the week I spent helping my cousin with her baby, she paid me. I felt that having 
fun with the baby and watching TV was enough payment for me. I took the hundred 
dollars she gave me and bought bottles, outfits, pacifiers and bibs for the new relative, 
which left me with $45 to myself. So, I went into my bank account, got $75 out and put it 
with my $45 to buy Tia, Tania and Deshawn and me matching toys. It was very fun and I 
wouldn't mind doing it again. 
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60. Dezirme  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are”  

 
“My Christmas is every day because God wakes me up everyday with a smile on 
my face.” 
 
Have you ever been generous to someone, once in a lifetime? Do you know the real 
meaning of being generous? Well, I am about to tell you about a time when I was being 
generous to my little sister. How can I start off? Okay, I am in After School Matters, a 
program you get paid for being in and participating in. It was December 15, 2013 at 3:30 
p.m. and I would be getting paid next week. I was thinking about what I should do with 
this money? In a kid's mind, it's time to go shopping. Keep in mind; it's around 
Christmas time. All I was thinking about was my little sister, because Christmas time is 
basically for kids her age. So, one day she approached me like, "DeDe, what are you 
getting for me for Christmas?" I replied, "It's a secret for me to keep, and for you to find 
out." If you really knew what I mean what I said that, I was debating, "What should I get 
her?" 
 
So, I was about to get paid in like three more days. I was just waiting on it. The day 
finally got here. The instructors gave me my check and my mom went to cash it. My 
mom asked me, "Dede, what are you doing with your money?" I then replied, I grant 
with a sneaky smile, “I'm thinking: what should I get my little sister for Christmas? It's 
almost here."  
 
My mom was driving like we are in “Fast and Furious” the movie. I told her, "Stop at 
Target before we go home." We stopped there. I went in the store and got five presents. 
I felt this wasn't about me—this was about my little sister. My Christmas is every day 
because God wakes me up everyday with a smile on my face. Now, it's December 23rd. 
I got home and went straight to sleep after I hid the presents. I waited until the special 
day got here.  
 
To conclude: Christmas is here, it's 12 a.m. She now has awakened to open her 
presents. All I know is, she gave me a big hug and said, "Thank you." I replied, "You're 
welcome." I remember this day like yesterday, when I was being very generous. 
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61. Everildiz  
Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“My name is Everildiz and I got that from my grandmother. When I moved here, 
people didn't know how to say it or how to pronounce it.” 
 
Something important about who I am is that I'm from Colombia and when I was younger 
I moved to the United States. To me, I have a reason why I moved to the United States. 
When I was younger, my Dad was a helper. He helped the poor and anybody else who 
needed help. He was in this community, but I forget what it was called. He helped 
people who were struggling a lot and he wanted to be a president there to help the 
community in the country. Back then, he wasn't allowed to and he didn't care what 
people thought. He just kept doing what he was doing.  
 
Then one day he moved here. He moved here because people were after him. People 
were after him to kill him. That was really bad for me because I never thought that 
people wanted to kill people who just wanted to help their community or country and I 
felt that was wrong. So, I moved here because of my Dad. I was very young. I didn't 
know what was happening until I started growing up. When I moved here, there were a 
lot of reporters always coming to our house because they always came to ask my Dad 
about what he's been through and about his life and how his life is now. I feel like that's 
a good thing because people care about him and they want to know his story because 
it's important. 
 
Mostly, when people talk about his story it comes to me because I'm part of his story 
and that's a lot of struggle. One of the biggest things that people really should know is 
who I really am. Another thing is that my name is Everildiz and I got that from my 
grandmother. When I moved here, people didn't know how to say it or how to pronounce 
it. That was something that at first made me mad because they didn't know how to 
pronounce it. Sometimes I thought that when they said it the wrong way they were 
making fun of my name or something but that wasn't the point with some people. That's 
why I prefer most people to call me Lily because that's an easier way to say it. 
 
I don't know where I got Lily from but I'm glad I have that name because if I didn't have 
another name but Everildiz people would've said it all wrong, wouldn't know what else to 
call me, and it would just be difficult for me. When people say my name or when it's on 
the announcements, I mostly get scared when they say my name. When they say my 
name, I wouldn't get mad and I try not to be like that because you know, sometimes it's 
not their fault that they can't say it. It's just the way it is and one day they will get to learn 
my name and say it the right way. That's just something that I really hope for. 
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62. Lexxus  
Heritage High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“I treat others how I want to be treated and I treat all my friends the same—with 
respect.” 
 
Hi, my name is Lexxus, I attend Heritage High School, and I'm going to be talking about 
something important to who I am. My personality is important to me—I am caring and I 
am loving and I am just very forgiving. And nowadays it's hard to find friends who 
actually care about your feelings and are actually down for you, like, that would do 
anything for you. That would be there for you through rough times, not just the good 
times. And I feel like I'm one of those people. Like if you need something, I'll do my best 
to fulfill that need. If nobody's there for you then I'll try my best to be there for you. 
Cause I know how it feels to be mistreated by a friend or somebody that you thought 
was your friend. And they just go behind your back and do things that hurt you in the 
long run. So I try to be the best that I can be because I wouldn't want anyone to do that 
to me.  
 
I treat others how I want to be treated and I treat all my friends the same—with respect. 
I show them that I care about them, I love them, and I'm here if they need somebody like 
if they're in a bad situation. And I just feel like that's very important to me because that's 
showing people like, "Oh, she's a very kind and caring person. She actually cares about 
me so I want her in my life." And you know, people nowadays...it's just hard to find 
friends like that. And they just end up not trusting anybody. And I don't want anybody to 
not trust me based on how I'm treating them. So I am who I am based on my past 
situations with my so-called friends who aren't my friends any more. So I just learned 
from their mistakes and try not to do the same because I can't do that to my friends that 
I care a lot about.  
 
So that's what's important to me—me being forgiving and caring, and just loving people 
that are in my life. Because you never know if you are in a tough situation and you need 
somebody to be there for you. But if you're just out here mistreating people, nobody's 
going to do anything for you and have your back. You're just going to be by yourself, just 
stuck. So you never know when you'll need somebody. You just treat people how you 
want to be treated and in the long run it will help out. 
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63. Paloma  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“It reminds me that I'm my own person and I can be independent.” 
 
Hi, my name is Paloma. I'm going to share a background story about how I got my 
name. So I am named after this merengue song, "Paloma." My dad used to sing it to my 
mother when she was pregnant with me. And every time he'd sing it to her, I'd be 
moving in the stomach. It was like I was dancing in the stomach. But it was also meant 
to be. So when I was born, they named me Paloma.  
 
My name, Paloma, means dove. A dove is a bird. So people think that I'm named after a 
bird, but honestly, I'm named after a song. But that's not the only reason why my 
parents named me that. They also named me it so I could be free. Like you know how 
birds are free and have their own life? My parents wanted me to do that. They wanted 
me to be free and be my own person and not care what anybody else thought of me. 
Like be free and that's pretty much it. Honestly, I think that's like a big part of me 
because I consider myself as my own person who is free. I make my own choices. I 
don't follow what anybody else says or wants me to do. That's what I pretty much 
consider myself as.  
 
Every time I listen to my name, I used to hate it. I used to get bullied because of my 
name because it was a bird. But now that I listen to it, it reminds me that I'm my own 
person. And I can be independent. Also because I have merengue style, because I love 
to dance too. So that's why I'm a dancer now. That's pretty much it. 
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Immigration 
 
64. Dilenia  

Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I noticed that I have two sides and one side is the American side of me and the 
other side is the Dominican side.” 
 
Hi, my name is Dilenia and I am 17 years old now. And I want to talk about a regular 
day in El Católico Santa Rosa. This was a Catholic school in the Dominican Republic 
that I had gone to at the age of 6. It was a difficult process for me into transitioning from 
a place where English was only spoken to a place where only Spanish was spoken, 
and, automatically, going from New York to DR really made me feel uncomfortable 
because I felt like because everything was so different I had to like get used to it and 
adapt to it quickly. I could say I feared people taking advantage of me and that's what 
ended up happening.  
 
There was a time in my life there at the age of 6 almost turning 7 when I started to get 
bullied by my friends and I started to get bullied by my teachers. Since I only knew 
English, when the teachers would give out a test and [we] just [had to] write out the 
name of the image, I would write it in English instead of Spanish. So for example, they 
had an image of a sun. And instead of writing "sol" next to it, I would write "sun." And so 
right there I felt like, "Ok, is it that I'm not smart enough or something?"  
 
Then as I got older, I realized that it's not that I failed to do it, but I did it in a different 
way. You see, I noticed that I have two sides and one side is the American side of me 
and the other side is the Dominican side of me. And I guess that it's not bad to be in a 
different place. It's just realizing how you're going to take on the role and responsibility 
while living in that environment.  
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65. Jessenia  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“It was something so terrifying that I would cry every single night to do my 
homework.” 
 
Hi, my name is Jessenia. I'm going to be talking about when I went to Mexico and how 
difficult it was for me to speak Spanish and to write Spanish and understand it. This 
happened when I was in 4th grade. I had to go to Mexico because of a family 
emergency. My grandma was dying and for me since a little girl it was a dream to 
actually go to Mexico. My mom and my family, we use to talk about how good the food 
was there, and oh, how pretty it was when you went to picnics with your family.  
 
For me, when I found out that my grandma was dying, I didn't even know her. I only saw 
her in pictures but for me it was something sad because it wasn't the way that I 
expected to go to Mexico for that reason. After I got to Mexico, I had to go to school. I 
had to finish my 4th grade year there and for me, when I got to school it was something 
so terrible. It was something so terrifying that I would cry every single night to do my 
homework. I could not understand it. I just didn't know what the paper was saying or the 
book. I told my mom to help me. She was like "I don't know how to do it either." Then 
she was like "Did you pay attention in school?" I was like "Yeah. But mom I don't know 
how to do it. I don't know how to read Spanish."  
 
For me, every time I had to do my homework, it was like my world was tearing apart. It 
was like everything I knew in English was nothing compared to what I was supposed to 
do. It was something very difficult. It's just one of my experiences that I think will mark 
my life and actually how to learn Spanish and something very important to me. I think 
that without this information or this event, I wouldn't be the person I am right now and 
my life wouldn't be the same without it. 
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66. Jonathan  
World Language High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From” and “Who We Are”  

 
“[ICE] came in and grabbed him and without questioning just took him.” 
 
Something that impacted me was when immigration arrested my dad in 2006. If I 
remember, it was Monday, at 7:30 in the morning. I was ready to go to school and, I 
don't know, we just saw all these helicopters. It was one helicopter and a lot of cops 
surrounding the house. I was like “Wait, what's going on?” The first thing I did, without 
even thinking, was run to my mom's room and my parent's room and tell them what was 
going on. I told them I didn't recognize them and they said "Oh, it's probably your uncle. 
He got drunk again. Something bad might have happened to him." My dad told me to 
run downstairs and to go check if he was all right and if the police had something from 
him. Maybe something bad happened to him. 
 
I opened the door and they asked me "Are your parents home?" and they were yelling. I 
was like, "Yeah." As soon as they said that my mom and my dad came down the stairs. 
I still remember my dad had on blue boxers and a white T-shirt. My mom was wearing a 
shirt and pants and she was ready to take us to school. They asked him if he had five 
kids, he asked them, "No, what should we do?" They asked him did he own drugs and 
he said "Yeah." So when I was going down, one of the officers said, "No, no, that's him, 
that's him, that's him." That's when they both came in, the two officers in the front, well 
immigration/ICE. They came in and grabbed him and without questioning just took him, 
he was under arrest.  
 
That day was winter, it was snowing, and it was a big storm the night before. My dad, 
without any shoes, they just took him like that. I still remember, my dad said inside of 
there was one old person, 100, no 82 years old. Immigration got him too. That would 
make me very scared. 
 
They took him to immigration for two whole weeks. My sister and me were just crying 
the whole two weeks. My mom would call and tell my dad that, and my dad said he was 
coming back. I was crying and I was scared, you know? All my family came to my house 
and brought food and everything. We were just getting ready. My mom told me to go 
take out the trash, and as soon as I was taking out the trash, I was by the alley already. 
My dad was far, far away and without even thinking I just ran, ran, ran and went to hug 
him. I was crying. It was crying of joy, you know? 
 
Both of us came in strong through the back door in the alley to our house. As soon as 
we were walking by my front door, my sister comes running and was crying too. She 
jumped on top of him, crying. And my dad was crying, some tears coming out of joy, that 
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we knew that he was going to be all right now that he was with us. As soon as he was 
going up the stairs, all my aunts started crying, "Oh my god, you're here. It felt like 
forever because the way that you were arrested was so unfair."  
 
Immigration put him on house arrest for 2 years. When he came out, we started looking 
for lawyers and lawyers and lawyers to take the house arrest away. Every lawyer we 
could find told us "This case is too complicated, we can't take it. We can't take it". They 
were like that the whole two years, the whole two years. I was very nervous, and I was 
like, "Why, why is this happening?" Then, I don't know who this lawyer is that my mom 
found, or that my mom and dad found said, but he said "You know what? Your case is 
very interesting; we're going to take it"” 
 
Up until now, his last court is on 2015. Yes, they took the house arrest away after that 
day that we started paying the lawyer. Everything is good, I'm happy he's still with us. 
He still has one year to see what the court says. I hope he is still with us to see me 
graduate in the states. I would be very, very, very, very happy if he actually stays. I will 
cry of joy seeing him here watching me graduate on the stage. 
 
I'm a very strong person because my family has been fighting for my dad's case for 
immigration for five years already. I don't know if he's going to be here seeing me 
getting my diploma, being successful in life. It really hurts me because in the end he 
might still be here...he might. 
 
It's a 50/50 percent chance so I have to be strong for whatever is going to happen in my 
dad's immigration case. Well, everybody tells me, "You know what? Think positive, that 
everything's going to turn out all right." And, I am, but sometimes I doubt myself, like, 
"Nah, I don't know if he's going to be here, I don't know if the case is going to be good or 
if the jury's going to keep him or take him back to his country." Either way, as my friends 
and family told me, "No matter what happens we all have to be strong." I agree, you 
know? I have to agree. My mom helps me to be strong. I help her to be strong also, and 
my brothers, too. I know for my brothers it's not going to be easy, but we're going to be 
fighting, being strong together as a family, and staying put. 
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67. Kimberly  
Urban Assembly School for Law and Justice, New York City 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“Over here it's like, I'm just calmer even though the lifestyle of everyone in New 
York is fast, and I'm just a calmer person.” 
 
A story that has been like the core of my identity and without it I wouldn't be who I am is 
when I came to the United States when I was like 3 or 4. I don't really remember it, but I 
do know that if I didn't come over here my life would be way different because over here 
I learned English. I know English and Spanish. But at the same time I think it's better 
over here that I learned English at such a small age. I know many people who come to 
New York when they're like 12 or 13. It's so hard for them to be accustomed to life here 
and the language here because they have such a strong accent. My mom came when 
she was around like 20 so like she still has her accent when she talks and I guess it's 
hard because people don't take you seriously when you have an accent. At the same 
time if it's not strong people also think exotic.  
 
Over here it's a faster type of lifestyle. In the Dominican Republic, it's more laid back. 
You still go to school but you get to choose your schedule of going to school either in 
the morning or at night. I think it's better over here for me because I need that 8 hour 
school schedule because I can't just learn in a couple of hours. On Saturdays over here 
I also go to school in this program called SEO, which enhances my learning even more. 
Over there, I don't think I would have had the opportunities that I have here. Also, over 
here it's more about school, getting home, and stuff like that. Over there, it's more about 
family, partying and stuff like that. Some of the kids already started partying.  
 
Over here it's like, I'm just calmer even though the lifestyle of everyone in New York is 
fast, and I'm just a calmer person. I'm not as loud. So I guess over there, it's a paradox I 
guess you could say, contradiction, even though life over there is more slower people 
have more fun starting from an earlier age and everyone over here has a fast everyday 
life. Everyone's kind of slowed down when they have to be and also over here I think my 
mother has it better. My family will have better opportunities than over there you know. 
They all have universities and things like that but it's not as great as they have it over 
here because it's more things to choose from, more courses, more curriculum, more 
jobs, easier to make some money. Just everything. 
 
I think my baby brothers and sisters and my soon-to-be sister are very lucky to be here. 
I know over there it's really not as great as here even though people think that US is not 
that great. If you go to other countries, I think that US is paradise to some people just 
because of all the opportunities, all the chances that they get, all the different ways they 
could live their lifestyle without being judged or without being harassed for it. So I think 
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the US can be a homeland for everyone, but not everyone gets that chance and that 
has really been core to my identity because I love to learn, I love the fast lifestyle but at 
the same time I know when to slow down. I really think that opportunity is something 
that I find very true to me. 
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68. Meris  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“Bosnia may have been the country I was born in, but the United States is like my 
second home.” 
 
Hello, my name is Meris. I am 14 and I go to Gateway STEM. My hopes and dreams for 
the future are to graduate from Harvard and to become a lawyer. Today I'm going to talk 
about a very important place to me. This country, Bosnia, has been through a lot, and 
my parents were lucky to flee at the time of war. Coming to the United States was a big 
thing for my parents, and for me. It changed my life, it changed my parents' life, and it 
changed my family in general's life. 
 
Coming to the United States is very, very, great. I have a better chance at life, I have a 
brighter future, and I'm learning more than I would in the other country. I'm thankful for 
everything my parents gave up just to come to the United States. I can say that it's paid 
off not only for me, but for my parents as well. Giving up everything they had in Bosnia, 
and coming here with nothing, and not having everything that they wanted is very great 
and I'm happy to see my parents happy. 
 
I'm very thankful for what I've been blessed with. Bosnia may have been the country I 
was born in, but the United States is like my second home. I'm happy to be a United 
States citizen. 
 
Hopefully everything goes out like my parents want. I want to graduate from college in 
the United States, and have a brighter future, so that my future family can have a better 
future and I will never forget where I came from and what my parents did for me to be 
where I am now. Thank you for listening. 
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69. Sergine  
High School for Innovation in Arts and Media, New York City 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“People were mean and made jokes because we didn't understand what they 
were saying.” 
 
A time that I experienced failure or a significant change was when I first came to 
America, or New York. It was hard. First there's school, new language, new friends. 
People were mean and made jokes because we didn't understand what they were 
saying. Other kids had to help me understand what was going on and translating and 
everything. Those few years were very hard on me. I would go to school and I wouldn't 
speak. I wouldn't participate or nothing. I would go to school and sit there and then we 
had an English test and I failed it. We had to write down vocabulary words and it was 
hard on me because when I came from my country I was an A student. I was top of my 
class, honor roll, and everything. When I got out here, it was a major setback so it was 
really hard for me in Social Studies and Science. The only class I could go to and I didn't 
need any help with was Math because you see the signs, you see the numbers and you 
see the multiplication sign. It's the same in my country as it is in America so that was the 
only class where I could do the best that I can even though I really didn't understand 
much.  
 
People are going to be cruel. That's just how it is. Kids are cruel and those couple of 
years, it was the ending of 4th grade and the beginning of 5th grade. I had ESL. People 
would make fun of me saying, "Oh, she doesn't know how to speak English" and I would 
kind of fail everything, but when it came down to the exams, I passed and I moved on to 
the next grade. So that kind of proves to those kids that I wasn't as dumb as they 
thought I was just because I didn't understand English.  
 
Sooner and sooner I watched TV, I read books, played games, I would speak at home 
and I listen to music; music was one of the main things I would do. I would talk to my 
cousins and they would correct me when I said something wrong. Eventually I learned 
the language and I speak it now. When I went to 6th grade I spoke English and the 
same kids that were making fun of me became my friends. It was a major setback and I 
fought through it and I learned.  
 
I worked hard and now I'm well. So yeah. That was a time in my life where I experienced 
failure and it kind of changed me and made me who I am now. To know that no matter 
how hard it is, no matter how different you may be, you can always overcome it. Just 
believe in yourself and try your hardest. So that's what I did. Sometimes the best thing 
to do in life is to ignore the negativity and try to accomplish what you need to 
accomplish to make it because that's just what you have to do. I learned how to speak 
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English and I'm in 11th grade now. Yeah, I write and speak but I'm still learning; we are 
all still learning. So yeah, that was a story about how I felt but got through it. 
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70. Wendy  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I'm very thankful for the sacrifice that my parents made by leaving me behind 
and working hard to bring me.” 
 
When I was 10 years old, I moved from my home country, El Salvador, to the United 
States. It was very difficult for me to get used to a new environment, new people, and a 
new family. The biggest thing that affected me when I moved here was that I left behind 
a very important person in my life that was with me throughout my whole childhood and 
that raised me, which was my grandmother. Throughout my whole childhood in El 
Salvador, she was the person that I knew as a parent and who had raised me. My 
parents had moved to the United States when I was about two years old and left me 
with my grandma. While they were working hard in the United States to raise money to 
bring me with them, I stayed with my grandmother that entire time. So when the moment 
came for me to move with my two parents who I didn't remember much about and a new 
little brother that I had never met before, it was a pretty big change for me, emotionally 
most of all. And as much as I loved them and I had missed my parents the entire time 
that we were separated, it was difficult for me to get accustomed to a new home. 
 
However, what I truly feel impacted me the most when I came to this new country was 
that I couldn't speak or understand English. It was a big struggle for me at school 
because I didn't understand the lessons and sometimes it was just hard for me to figure 
out simple things like my way around the school. I remember the first year was the most 
difficult for me because everything just felt so different. The schools were much bigger 
and there were so many more people, and it was just so diverse. There were a lot of 
times where I felt really lost in the middle of crowds and felt like I was in a place where I 
didn't belong.  
 
But as time went by, little by little, I felt like things were starting to get better. I started to 
learn to speak English a little more fluently, so I felt a little more control over things. I 
started getting along better with other kids, I started making friends, and I started getting 
along better with my teachers too because I could actually communicate with them. 
Eventually, I started to overcome that challenge, and I realized that I really appreciated 
the new life that I had.  
 
Now that I'm older, I see that there are many more opportunities for me and for my 
future. I realized that it was all worth it. I was given a chance to have a better life and a 
better career than many other people out there, so I'm very thankful for the sacrifice that 
my parents made by leaving me behind and working hard to bring me. All of that is 
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motivation for me to work hard and be as determined as my parents were. I want to be 
able to look at them in the eyes and make them proud. 
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Life Lessons & Milestones 
 
71. Andre  

Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“That was one of the scariest days because I messed up where we were living.” 
 
It was March 10th, 2011. I made one of the biggest mistakes I could ever make in my 
life. I burnt my house down. It was on a Thursday. My mommy and my daddy, they were 
going out of town, to Atlanta, for a celebration. Because of that, everybody was in the 
house—Grandpa, Grandma, and myself. My momma's friend was coming to get us. I 
was waiting, and my big brother left with my grandma, so it was just my little brother and 
me. We were just sitting there waiting. We cleaned up and got our clothes ready.  
 
Around 10 o'clock, she just got off work. She called and said she was on her way. We 
started to get our clothes and bring them downstairs and stuff. That's when my little 
brother said he was hungry. So, I started to make us some pizza puffs. But when I was 
making the pizza puffs, she had pulled up. I took them out, but we were in a rush, and I 
forgot to turn off the grease. After we got in the car, we went to Chipotle, and then we 
went to her house. She didn't live that far from us, she lived across the bridge. When we 
got there we were playing games and stuff, and we ate. Then, around 10:40, we get a 
call from my momma asking, if we were cooking something. She told us the neighbor 
had told her the house was on fire.  
 
We were all rushing back to the car, and we drove back to the house. When I got there, 
all I saw was firefighters, police, and a lot of people outside. That was one of the 
scariest days because I messed up where we were living. I started to cry, my brother 
started to cry, neighbors started to cry. I was just mad at myself. After they put the fire 
out, they asked if there was someone in the house. I told them there was just the dog. 
They went to go get the dog.  
 
We called my momma back. I didn't want to get on the phone because I knew it would 
hurt her. At the time, I was supposed to be responsible and pay attention, but I didn't 
pay attention. So that night, after they took all the stuff out of the house, we went back to 
the house. That night I was crying. I texted my momma told her I was sorry, and that I 
didn't mean to, and a whole bunch of stuff. She told me it was okay, and that it wasn't 
my fault and stuff. The next day, I went over to my god-momma's house until my 
momma came back. When my momma came back, she didn't really say anything—she 
didn't yell at me, she told me that we had to stay in a hotel that night. After that we 
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stayed at my cousin's house for three days, and then our house was fixed. I'll never 
forget the day we went back home. 
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72. Bryanna  

Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“Having a kid is a wonderful thing, but at the same time I am too young and want 
to finish high school.” 
 
I have experienced failure when I almost got pregnant my freshman year. If I had got 
pregnant, I'd be going through some hard times. I'm glad it wasn't like that because I 
would be scared I wouldn't finish high school or I would be scared that people would 
give up on me. Having a kid is a wonderful thing, but at the same time I am too young 
and want to finish high school. High school is a big part of my life. I plan to show my 
Dad and my sister that I can succeed in my life. I'm a good student and I'm in love with 
this boy I've been with for so many years. He's been there for me and I've learned don't 
let no man control your life because it is not worth it. 
 
I don't want a baby right now because I am not ready. I want to go to college and then 
start a little family. My Dad always told me the way your father treats you shows you 
how a man should treat you, with love and respect. I believe a man should be very nice 
and sweet. A man should never put his hands on a girl. Once upon a time, I know there 
was a girl who let a man just beat on her and they always would fight and always go 
through things. I grew up watching it all the time. My mom tried to teach me to never let 
a boy hit you because it's not right and no woman should put up with all the things that a 
man would put you through, because later in life it's not going to get you nowhere. She 
told me that every woman could do better by herself. 
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73. Eutiquio  
World Language High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“That day was like a perfect day for me.” 
 
Hello, my name is Eutiquio. How do you guys spend your summer days? I spend my 
summer days with my dad waking up at around six in the morning on a Saturday. It's a 
drag. It's hard to wake up going to work, stopping by Dunkin Donuts and having the 
smell of coffee and some glazed donuts. All I see in the truck are ladders and the 
material you need to be working a roof. Just getting home at around six in the afternoon 
and the smell of a good, delicious carne asada in the backyard waiting on us. The smell 
of fresh flowers and cut grass just when everyone is inside. My dad and me are outside 
just relaxing the rest of the day. This is something that I really won't be doing a lot 
because being a senior in high school, I’ll just going to college. That day was like a 
perfect day for me. 
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74. Giavanni  
High School for Youth and Community Development, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“They treated me with a lot of respect because I was never disrespectful to them.” 
 
My name is Giavanni and I go to the Community Development High School. I want to 
discuss an accomplishment or event that marked my transition from childhood to 
adulthood in my culture, community, or family. What I believe marked my transition from 
childhood to adulthood was getting my first job. When I got my first job, my dad had told 
me that he had a job opportunity. I didn't take him seriously, so he told me to call my 
stepmom. I called my stepmom about this job offer, and she said she runs a daycare. 
After school she has tutoring sessions from 2:30 to 5:30 or 6:00 pm and that she would 
like for me to be a tutor. The children that will be tutored are ages 6 to 11.  
 
I thought I was mature enough to take the job, and I really wanted the money, so I took 
the job. The first day when I had to go to my job, I was introduced to all my new co-
workers and they were all way older than me. They thought I was 20, but I really wasn't. 
I'm 14. They treated me with a lot of respect because I was never disrespectful to them. 
I was employed as an adult. After school every day from Monday to Thursday, I worked 
my job after class. This made me feel like an adult because I would be addressed as, 
"Miss Folkes,” and my co-workers would speak to me as if I was their age. If one of the 
children did something wrong, they'd say, "Go to Miss Folkes", or they would just 
address me as an adult. They also expected me to handle the children and take care of 
other tasks.  
 
Daycare would still run to the last child was there, so after my tutoring sessions were 
over, I would do overtime and get paid extra. I would look over the kids. I would have to 
change diapers. I would have to run a class, teach them how to say their ABCs and run 
playtime with them. I just felt that this opportunity for me, doing this job, was very helpful 
because I feel like I matured very much. People were looking up to me as a result. 
Children coming up to me asking for help. I felt like a teacher; I felt like I was growing 
up, maturing. This first job led into me getting another job, and starting now, a career 
when I get out of high school. I feel it was very essential to me. 
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75. Jasmin  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“This incident when I experienced failure made me realize that parents do things 
for your good, not just to get on your nerves.” 
 
Hi, it's Jasmin. I wanted my last recording to be mostly focused on the things that have 
changed my life. I wanted to start with the incident where I experienced failure. I failed in 
continuing to maintain my parent's trust in me.  
 
It was a time when I was hanging out with friends that, in my parents' eyes, weren't a 
very good influence. They knew their parents and the type of people they were, that 
their reputation was really bad, and they could seriously get me into big trouble. But, I 
remember that I still wanted to keep hanging out with them so I went out with a group of 
my supposed friends. I remember we were going to the park, and I brought my little 
brother along. We went to the park and they started smoking and doing all these bad 
things. Soon the cops came, and we all ran. I ran and then I stopped and remembered 
my little brother. I ran back and one of the guys grabbed me and said don't go back and 
that one of the other girls had got my little brother away. I was like "Oh, okay" and I just 
kept running. I waited by the corner for my little brother, but he never made it back, so I 
went back to the park and saw that the police had my little brother. I was so upset with 
my supposed friends. I was like, "You guys told me that you had my little brother," and 
they just walked away like it wasn't anything. I ended up talking to the police and we got 
away because we weren't doing anything. Those friends that I had, most of them got 
into some serious trouble - got back into the gangs and doing all these drugs.  
 
After that when we went home, my parents were really upset with me, especially 
because I brought my brother along. That was a really bad thing that I did. I really 
wished I hadn't done that because in his mind it's like, "My sister is telling me to do that," 
and I really don't want to do that. My older brothers did the same thing and I don't want 
my little brother to go through that, too. Later my parents just didn't allow me to go out 
by myself; I always had to have one of my brothers with me, and they were always 
watching me. The way they were talking to me was like they just didn't understand me. 
Later when I grew up I realized that what I did was wrong, and that they were just trying 
to protect me. Now we have a good bond, and trust. I love my parents and thank them 
for what they did. This incident when I experienced failure made me realize that parents 
do things for your good, not just to get on your nerves. They just want you to do better 
than they did in their childhood.   
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76. Justin  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“I had to give her a baby Heimlich maneuver because she's not old enough for a 
real Heimlich maneuver.” 
 
Hello, this is Justin. Today I will be telling you a story about how I had to save my baby 
sister's life. It was, I think, maybe 4 years ago. She was a baby back then, and I had to 
keep her from eating a cotton ball. A cotton ball—I know. Don't ask me how she got 
ahold of cotton balls because I don't know either. That day I had to babysit her and her 
big sister, who is my little sister. Everything was going smoothly, we were all all right, 
and nothing was going wrong. Then, you know, she's a baby, and the cotton balls 
caught her attention. You know what a baby does when something catches their 
attention—she put it in her mouth. She had to see if it was edible I guess.  
 
I'm in the room, playing my game, and all of a sudden, I look over to her and she's 
coughing, and she's coughing, and she's coughing, and she's coughing. Then, you 
know, because she was a baby, I had to give her the baby Heimlich maneuver. I had to 
give her a baby Heimlich maneuver because she's not old enough for a real Heimlich 
maneuver. I had to pick her up, flip her over on her stomach, put her on my knee and 
rub her back really softly then pat it every few seconds. Then once it got up to her 
throat, and her throat wasn't that big back then, I had to actually stick my fingers down 
and get the cotton out, but I could only get a little bit.  
 
I'm still patting her back when my grandma finally walks into the room and asks, “What 
happened? What happened? How did this happen? How could you let this happen?” I'm 
only like 11 years old, 10 years old back then and I didn't even know how to handle it. I 
tried my hardest, I was patting her back and I was rubbing and then I was reaching in 
her mouth trying to get it out of her mouth. It kept on seeming like she was trying to 
resist me, and she kept on trying to put it back down her throat. I had to pat it and pat it 
and rub it and rub it and rub it out until I had to hand her over to my grandmother. My 
grandmother was a nurse, just as my mother is. My mother wasn't there at the time we 
were babysitting, so my grandmother knew what to do.  
 
She grabbed her and pulled her. I don't know how to describe it, but she did the same 
thing that I did but she rubbed the back of her throat and then she told me to put my 
hand in her mouth and pulled the cotton out. I almost touched her tonsils. I had to get 
my hand that deep in her throat. I had my hand pretty deep in her mouth, with slop and 
blood all over my hands. Eventually it finally happens that the cotton ball decided to 
cough and fall into my hand with the blood. She started breathing back to normal, but 
my mother came to the house and she was panicking, and she still had to take her to 
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the emergency room like a mother would. She took her to the emergency room because 
it was her baby and she had to check and see what was wrong with her baby. She took 
her there and the doctor had to put my little sister to sleep and get the cotton out of her 
throat by putting some sort of tube down her throat and sucking all the cotton out of her 
throat up through her stomach. It's like a little tube, without pulling her intestines out, 
and they looked inside with a little flash light type thing to see if there was any cotton left 
or anything that wasn't supposed to be in there. They found out that everything was all 
right with her. She was fine.  
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77. Katiana  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“Eventually, I started thinking and I kind of realized that it's her decision.” 
 
Hi. I'm going to tell you about the time where I feel most content in life, where I realized 
that. It was two years ago and my mom had a boyfriend that I hated. I could not stand 
him. I thought he was the worst thing that ever happened to my family and that he was 
like the wicked witch of my life. Like he ruined everything for me since the day I met 
him.  
 
One day I got home from school, 7th grade, and she told me that they were going to get 
married. I laughed believing that she was joking but she was completely serious and in 
my head I'm screaming, wanting to die because why would she do this to me. Her 
decision affects our whole family. So, I yelled and I screamed and I yelled at her and 
she yelled at me to go to my room, but I ran out the house and it was pouring rain.  
 
Not storming, but it was raining and I went to the park and I sat on the swings there and 
I cried for a few hours. Eventually, I started thinking and I kind of realized that it's her 
decision. If it makes her happy, it make her happy but I don't want him in my life. So I 
was thinking, trying to figure out what it is that I wanted to tell her when I got back. I 
didn't know I was going to apologize for my mistake. Then I realized that being in that 
park when it's raining is what makes me happy—when I feel like I can think and have 
time to myself. 
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78. London  
Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“Some things are not worth hiding.” 

 
Hi, my name is London. A story that's important to me is about dating this boy early last 
year. He was cute and charming and funny, you know, kind of my type. The thing I didn't 
know until later on in the relationship is that he had problems. He had attitude problems, 
anger problems, and I think he was a little suicidal. You know, I'm a very loyal person, 
but you can't be loyal to everyone or at least to the wrong people. I ended up having sex 
with him once, only once. My parents didn't know about this relationship at all so after, 
you know, what went down, I told my parents like a week later. Of course they were 
upset, they were mad, and they couldn't trust me. They just don't trust me.  
 
I'm just starting to get their trust back and one thing I learned is that you can't be Dr. Phil 
to everyone because when people have problems I try to help them out the best way 
possible. I try to help them, work them out, and comfort them, anything of the sort that 
can help. The thing is, I have problems of my own. I can't have a new everything and I 
can't hold everything inside. Yes, I am an independent person, I'm very independent, 
but at the same time, everyone needs a little help. I learned that you can't be secretive 
with your parents or anybody. I'm saying that you have to tell everybody everything but 
there are things that some people should know, and you should let them know. 
Whatever you hide in the dark, it will eventually come to light sooner or later and it will 
blow up in your face, like mine did. You have to be careful and be cautious and also not 
trust everyone or everything because, remember—the devil was once an angel.  
 
That's what I had to learn, you know, in the harder way because any dangerous thing 
could've happened to me. You know you have to be careful and be cautious and I hope 
that people learn from my mistake because I know I learned from it. Now I have a 
relationship and my parents know about it now. We've been together for a long time and 
I just want everybody to know some things are not worth it, some things are not worth 
being loyal to, some things are not worth hiding. Just know if you have to hide 
something from your parents or anyone special to you, then it's not worth it. You should 
know it's not right for you and I want everybody to think before they do anything. You 
know, that's what I learned and hopefully nobody has to learn the hard way like I had 
to.  
 
So, I think that's pretty much it. Don't be deceived or naive to so many signs. That's one 
of the sayings. Watch the signs, people, watch the signs. Don't ignore them like I did. 
Well thank you for listening to my story. 
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79. Rebecca  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“My worst nightmare is waking up one morning when I'm older and realizing that 
my life is all backwards, that it's nothing like I want it to be.” 
 
I'm sure everybody's experienced failure before. It does happen to everyone. But, what 
if your biggest fear is experiencing failure? Cause I think that's mine. I don't know. It's 
just, I get good grades, and I do pretty well in school, and I have a lot of friends and 
stuff, but sometimes I just worry that that's not enough. What if I don't get into a good 
college? What if I don't get a good job? What if...I don't know...what if my life just doesn't 
turn out the way I want it to? If it doesn't, that's just my biggest fear.  
 
I'm just really scared that nothing's going to work out for me. And my worst nightmare is 
waking up one morning when I'm older and realizing that my life is all backwards, that 
it's nothing like I want it to be. And I don't really know, like what could I do to fix this? 
Sure, I can do well in school, and I can do my best to get into a good college and stuff, 
but other than that, I think it's just a mind thing. I have to get out of this... this feeling that 
everything's going to go wrong, cause maybe it won't. Maybe everything will turn out 
okay.  
 
And it's not like a have a bad life—I have a very good life. But, I'm just scared. I'm just 
scared that everything's going to come crashing down at one point, and I'm just going to 
not like the way I'm living. And that's a really scary feeling, that "this is it." That my day is 
just going to be waking up early every single morning, and being miserable, and then 
going home. And I just don't want that to be my life.  
 
I want to, you know, get out of this place. I feel like I'm stuck in a little bubble here. I just 
want to get out. I want to see the world, I want to meet new people, eat new foods, 
experience so many different things. And I'm just kind of stuck here, and I'm going to 
continue to be stuck here if I don't succeed. I have to be successful. I have to. That's a 
really scary feeling, and that's a lot of pressure on a sophomore, but it's true. I have to, 
and I want to. 
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80. Stephanie  
World Language High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“This camp was important to me because not only was it the first time that I was 
away from my parents but it was the first time that I felt like a regular child.” 
 
Hi, my name is Stephanie and I will be talking about a place that is important to me. This 
place is a camp. It's actually a big farm in Michigan, but it's half camp for kids that are in 
elementary school. Well, I went when I was in 5th grade with my whole 5th grade class. 
This camp was important to me because not only was it the first time that I was away 
from my parents but it was the first time that I felt like a regular child. I was actually able 
to play with my friends and just stay away from problems at home that were going on at 
that time.  
 
We would sleep late, play tricks on people, and just be kids I guess. We would go 
across camp and play hide and seek and we would take hayrides. They taught us how 
to ride horses. I recently had pen pals and we got to meet them and we got to talk to 
them and talk about their struggles in school, and you know, meet new people which 
was the whole idea of going to camp in 5th grade. I remember one special event was at 
two in the morning and we were super bored so our team leaders decided, "Hey you're 
kids. We should just take you guys out and just have fun." They actually had like this 
big, huge gym. It's a huge building and we just started playing dodge ball and everybody 
was having fun. I remember one of my friends pulled me over to the side and she was 
like 'Steph, I don't know why, but I actually feel like I'm a kid.'  
 
I guess because everybody has problems at home and stuff and this place was very, I 
don't know how to say it, very joyful and everybody was happy. To me it was an 
amazing place and even the adults were so surprising to me. Adults were like kids. They 
were having fun, you know, not being strict, not being boring adults. They were just 
having fun. They weren't trying to make it boring for us; it was just a great time. We 
experienced different things there. We actually found a baby turtle, which was 
something else that was very impactful for me. You can just find simple things.  
 
It makes you realize that nature is beautiful and there are ways that you can get away 
from your problems and issues at home. Not just at home, but at school too. There are 
places where you can just be yourself, be your age and people around you can help you 
with that. And I still, until this day, I mean I'm a senior, I'm 18, and I still don't forget 
going to camp when I was in 5th grade. That place was very important for me because 
like I said before, it made me realize that I'm still a kid, I'm still a child and I should enjoy 
my years as a young kid and not worry about problems that are going on at home or 
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problems that my parents have. I should just enjoy myself because not everything lasts 
forever so that's one important place to me. 
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81. Trey  

Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From”  

 
“It made me realize that on instinct, I’m a caring person. On instinct, I value 
everyone around me.” 
 
Growing up in Salisbury, North Carolina as a little kid, I enjoyed trying new things. We 
moved into this new neighborhood, nice, big house, the house even had a pool. Now, I'd 
never swam before and me being my outgoing self, I wanted to try to learn how to swim. 
When I first tried to learn how to swim, that's when I learned that I was afraid of not 
touching the floor. So when I got in the pool, I started from the 3 feet and I started 
walking my way over to the 12-foot deep. I started freaking out, I felt like I was sinking! It 
got so bad my Mom had to come over in the pool and pull me over to the 3 feet deep. 
After that moment, I realized I did not want to swim in deep water. If my feet couldn't 
touch the floor, I wasn't getting in that water. My Mom was patient with me so she 
naturally said, “You don't have to do it if you don't want to.” So I didn't.  
 
Several weeks later, my brother got in the pool, he fell in actually. He fell into the 12-foot 
water. He didn't know how to swim yet. My Mom was cleaning the pool on the other end. 
I watched my Mom dive into the water—she plunged—it was so slick. It just flowed right 
in, and I watched her and I could see that my brother was already at the bottom and my 
Mom went all the way down there, grabbed my brother and pulled him up and got him 
out of the water. This made me even more scared of the water and I did not even want 
to be in the pool.  
 
So, months later, my Mom's co-worker's friend, she came over with her little boy, 
dropped her little boy off so we could watch him. His name is Cruz. Cruz is about 2 
years old, real young, bright kid, really enjoyed hanging out with me and my brother. 
When we were playing video games, I had gotten bored because we were playing video 
games for like, hours. So I was like, I'm going to go take a walk.  
 
Now, it's winter. As soon as I touched outside, as soon as I opened the door, the wind 
flew right in my face, it was ice cold but I didn't care, I liked the cold, so I kept walking 
outside, getting little goose bumps here and there and I walked down into the pool area. 
Now, I did not get into the water, the water was iced over. So, I'm walking around the 
pool, looking at the grass that grew over there, the Grandaddy Bushes. So I went over 
to one, I pulled it out and I had like, a little sword I was swishing around. Mind you, I 
didn't know while I was doing this that my little brother and Cruz had followed me 
outside. They had stayed behind me the whole time, not even talking, they just followed 
me around.  
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So, I'm walking on the edge of the pool, just looking at the water and all I hear is a crash 
like the ice broke. I turned to look and see my little brother right behind me just looking 
at the water and I looked at him and was like, what did you throw in the water? My 
brother looked at me and he was like, “I didn't throw anything.” I was like, oh, well, ok. I 
almost left it alone but then something told me, ask again, what fell in the water? My 
brother told me, not knowing the situation or what was going on, “Oh—Cruz fell in the 
water.” The first thing that popped into my head real quick was, Cruz cannot swim!  
 
So, understanding that the danger of him not being able to swim in a 12-foot deep pool, 
he's going to drown. I plunged right into the water not even thinking that I can't swim, 
plunged right in, and broke the ice as I dove in. I sit there into the water, goose bumps 
are chillin' up my whole entire body, there's a cold chill going down my spine, it's 
ridiculous. I was almost about to freak out but then I saw Cruz, he was in a panic, 
bubbles coming out of his mouth, he was screaming but I couldn't hear him. He was 
screaming for help, I could see it. So, immediately that calm rushed over me, it was like, 
I have got to get Cruz out of the water.  
 
So I started swimming—I actually started swimming for once in my life—swimming 
deeper into the water to get Cruz because Cruz has already hit the bottom of the pool. I 
wrapped up Cruz with one arm and I started pushing off the ground up towards the air 
and I'm paddling with one hand. Cruz is still spazzing, he's hitting me several times in 
my face as I'm swimming up the cold water and it's just getting colder, it's getting real 
cold. Like I feel like everything in my body is about to shut down. But I kept pushing. 
Something inside of me was like, “You need to get him out of the water now.”  
 
As soon as we got to the top, we got to the surface of the water, the danger was that we 
had ended up away from the hole that was made, and we were under the ice. I'm sitting 
there punching the ice and I finally gave it one big hard push from the side of the wall of 
the pool and punched right through the ice. As soon as I did that, I pushed Cruz up first, 
made sure that he got on the edge of the water and pulled myself up. As soon as I got 
onto the side, holding him, I realize my Mom was down there pulling Cruz out of the 
water. As soon as Cruz got out of the water, she got me out of the water, she had 
towels, got wrapped up real snug, the warmth just flew right over us, and we weren't 
even cold anymore. We were shivering though and Cruz was crying and screaming. 
And I'm sitting there with a sigh of relief, like I just saved Cruz's life.  
 
This event and this person, this little kid who has absolutely done nothing for me but just 
sit there and smile and laugh with me, has impacted my life to a point to where it made 
me realize that on instinct, I'm a caring person, on instinct, I value everyone around me. 
If someone is in danger in front of me, another human being, another life form of any 
kind, I'm going to do whatever it takes to help and save that person. It's been like that 
since the beginning. It's been like that now, and that's how I'm always going to be. And I 
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have absolutely no problem with that because with that, I learned how to swim. I never 
knew how to swim when I saved Cruz's life. I did not know how to swim at all but by my 
instincts trying to save him, I learned it in the process. So, it's made me a stronger 
person today and it made me a stronger person yesterday, and I know very well that it's 
going to make me a stronger person in the future. I have no problem caring for others 
and I will never have a problem caring for other people because you have to care and 
value other people's life to make your life a better place. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   119	  

Passions & Aspirations 
 
82. Andrea  

Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“This new book of mine is now fully completed with over 300 pages, and it's 
something that I never imagined I would do.”  
 
Hi, my name is Andrea, and I'd like to talk to you about an accomplishment in my life. 
Last year as a freshman, I had an English teacher, Mr. Bellistri, who would put up 
openers up on the board every morning. These openers always had to do something 
with writing, and they were usually a word splash where we'd have to use the five words 
or just a prompt that he had. One day, I remember distinctly it was around November or 
early December last year, there was one prompt where I just continued to write and 
write and write. He didn't care; he didn't even stop me. He just let me do my thing 
because he knew that I'd still do it even if he told me not to.  
 
So, it was this prompt, and I just couldn't stop writing about it. It ended up being about 
four or five pages long when they're only supposed to be about a paragraph. And so 
that day I went home and I was like, "Why don't I make this into something bigger? Why 
don't I make this into something that could ultimately change my life in the future?" And 
that's what I did. I went home and I sat down on the computer and I wrote out the first 
few chapters of what would be my new book. And this new book of mine is now fully 
completed with over 300 pages, and it's something that I never imagined I would do.  
 
Writing has always been a big part of my life because. It's something that I'm able to 
express myself in. I can write what I want without other people telling me, "No, you can't 
do this" or "No, you can't say that." And it's ultimately become my panacea because I 
have saved myself from maybe doing things I don't want to do or saying things I don't 
want to say to people. I can write them down in my own words and on paper or on the 
computer.  
 
I hope one day that I'll be able to share something where someone else can relate or be 
inspired by in the same way that Mr. Bellistri has had something that has inspired me to 
write and to be able to say, "Yes, I've written a book as a 14 to 15 year old." And I think 
that's an amazing thing because this book has changed me in so many ways. It's 
helped me become a better writer, a better person. I've been able to discover myself 
through my characters and the plot I have. And I think it’s an amazing experience to 
have and it's not something a lot of other people have been able to do or say. Thank 
you. 
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83. Angelique  
Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“ I want to be a lawyer because I hate when people go to jail for things they never 
did without a fair trial.” 
 
"Have you seen your uncle in this household in the past three weeks?" was what the 
police officer asked me on that early Tuesday morning. I was just 14 years old when 
that police officer from Allentown, Pennsylvania came to my family's home to question 
about my uncle. My uncle was accused of killing a guy the day of a shooting in 
Allentown, Pennsylvania. They accused him right away because he was involved in the 
situation. He has been in jail for over a year now, still waiting for his trial. That really 
makes me upset because he didn't even do it at all.  
 
He had a huge impact on my life because he was always there for me. Every single time 
I needed help, every time I needed advice, he was there for me. The laughs that we had 
and the joyful things that we had every time we had a family gathering, he would always 
be there. Now he can't be there anymore and it impacted my whole family because we 
all love him. He is a really important part of my life.  
 
The police officers came to my house, my uncle's house, and everybody in my family 
who lives in New York. They asked us a lot of questions. The funny thing is they knew 
the computer of my sister without even seeing it—the color, the company, everything. 
That is shocking because how is that even possible when they had never seen it before. 
That made me realize they could be investigating you at any time any day any time of 
your life. When you least expect it they could be looking in your computer your phone 
anything.  
 
[My uncle] ran for the past three months after the shootout and the person who was 
least expected ratted him out which was wife. He was in DR - Dominican Republic, for 
like a week and she ratted him out and they found him and they took him to jail. They 
cut his everything. He had long hair and now he has short, short hair. I remember 
seeing my grandma’s face—his mother. Her face that day when they investigated us, 
she was crying and sobbing. They thought she was lying when she wasn't. She knows if 
you lie to a police office you will have really bad consequences, so she never lied at all. 
Every year on her birthday she feels that she can’t even breathe because he is not with 
her.  
 
This is one of the big reasoning why I want to be a lawyer because I hate when people 
go to jail for things they never did without a fair trial. That really shocks me. Like those 
assaults the police officers have been doing these days with Eric Gardener, Michael 
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Brown, and Rodney King. I think they all deserve to go to jail. 
 
84. Christian  

High School for Arts and Business, New York City 
2013—2014  
Combined Story: “Who We Are” and “ Where We’re Going” 

 
“Drawing was a way for me to express my talent and show people that anybody 
with hard work could do something.” 
 
I am an artist who finally started drawing, seriously, at age 10. I started drawing when it 
was right and grew up drawing cartoons. Then when I turned ten what I was learning to 
draw was actual people, portraits of anything, like animals, objects and even 
landscapes. Drawing was always my strong suit and passion growing up. Drawing was 
a way for me to express my talent and show people that anybody with hard work could 
do something. When I turned twelve I started to teach my cousin how to draw, and now 
he can't stop, same as me. I was happy when he told me that he wanted to draw like 
me. But he lives in Connecticut so he had to leave and go home later on. I taught him as 
much as he needed to continue on his own when he left. There was this time where I 
had got suspended and went to another school in Far Rockaway. My teachers loved 
me; I did all my work and still got to draw during class. The week before I got discharged 
from suspension, they wanted me to do a mural on the cafe. It was huge on the wall. I 
was so good they treated me to KFC. What was a coincidence was on my last day 
there, just when I was putting the finishing touches on the mural to finish it, the principal 
called my family up and I didn't know and they got to see it. When I got back I was more 
serious with my artwork and practiced more to be better than I ever was. 
 
Where I want to go? I guess, obviously to the future. My future means a lot to me right 
now. In the past it was always so bad but I'm working my way up now and my 
motivation was something to look up to because my parents are getting older. They 
were so disappointed in me and now my motivation is like, “How long will I have with 
them?” I want to be able to know that before they go they can have something to say 
that they're proud of me for. I want to show them that I have my artwork and that I could 
have a life with that. I want them to be able to say that they're proud of me. Where I 
want to go is to every class, every school, everything that could help me for my future 
and my jobs. Get a job, money and getting houses. Something to call your own, 
something right now I don't really have much of, just my family, school, my girlfriend and 
my artwork That's all that matters to me right now; it means a lot to me. I guess 
everybody tries to help me and it's okay because I'm trying to change and I'm still 
changing. I'm getting better and I'm working my way up to being the best that I can ever 
be.  
 
  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   122	  

85. Daniele  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“At first, everybody said I was too small, I wasn't going to get anywhere because 
of my height. They said I wouldn't make it, but I proved them wrong.”  
 
Hi, my name is Daniele and I'm here to tell you about a past event that happened to me. 
I'll give you a little background before I let you know what really happened to me, okay? 
I was in 8th grade and I got into a fight with a kid in my class. My gym teacher saw it. I 
was kind of cool with him, so he told me, "Daniele, you need something constructive to 
do with your time." I said, "What do you want me to do?" "Join the football team, I think 
that'll be good for you."  
 
I was kind of athletically built, so I did. At first I didn't want to because the last 
elementary school I went to played flag football, and I thought it was the same for all 
elementary schools. When I got to practice, everybody was in full pads and cleats, 
Under Armour and everything. I really wanted to join the team. I was the only person on 
the team with actual cleats to play football in. At first, everybody said I was too small, I 
wasn't going to get anywhere because of my height. They said I wouldn't make it, but I 
proved them wrong.  
 
I raced against their fastest runner and beat him. Then I had to go through the whole 
team. After I got my pads, I thought it was over, but it wasn't. I had to go against their 
middle line backer in a drill called Oklahoma Drill, and he was kind of big. In this drill you 
have to lie on your back until the coach blows the whistle, and then you get up, run as 
fast as you can, and charge your opponent. I thought that it would be easy to knock 
down someone my own height and size, but as soon as I got up there was a huge 
linebacker waiting ten feet away from me. Out of great courage, I actually charged him. I 
almost failed, but at the last moment, as my pads touched his, I twisted as fast as I 
could and the huge linebacker fell.  
 
I heard the head coach say, "That's my new running back," and I was happy. That year 
we went against everybody, and were 7-and-1. The only game we lost was the one I 
didn't go to. If it wasn't for my coach, who said, "Daniele, join the football team," I would 
have never found out that I was that good at football. He was sort of my motivator, 
encourager, and person that told me that if I ever needed help or advice to come to him. 
I think that if he saw me right now, he would be proud of me. 
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86. Derrick  
Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“Whenever I see a smile on people's faces, it makes me happy.” 
 
My name is Derrick and I want to talk about what encouraged me to become a 
comedian. When I was young, going into the kindergarten, my parents divorced and I 
grew up kind of as a sad child. I had both of my parents in the same house and they 
were always arguing and fighting. When my mom and my dad divorced, it had a big 
impact on me because I had to grow up a lot faster and just live with my dad. It was kind 
of hard because I think I would rather live with my mom. None of them finished college. 
So I want to be the first to finish college knowing that I only have one parent raising me. 
I tell people that you could do anything. 
 
My goal is to become a comedian to cheer people up all around the world because I 
don't like to see people mad or sad or anything. I just love to see people happy and put 
a smile on people's faces.  
 
Whenever I see a smile on people's faces, it makes me happy and whenever I don't see 
a smile on their face and they're sad, it always makes me think about my childhood and 
how I was sad. And I don't think anybody deserves to be sad. So when I become a 
comedian I'm going to make everyone know what I went through and how I overcame it 
and how they should overcome it. I want to encourage people to not think of the bad, 
like if somebody died in their family or they're going through a rough time, don't think of 
that. Just think about what's good in life, like thank God for living, thank God for life, for 
your family, for everything that you're blessed for. And everything that was bad in your 
life just put it in your past because it's nothing to remember; it just makes you more 
bitter. Just laugh at all your pain and be a better person and not think about everything 
that has happened and what you've been through and why you're building it up. 
 
If you build up your anger you will never succeed and that's why I learned not to be sad 
and make other people laugh. And that's why I want to become a comedian and that's 
what makes me who I am today. 
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87. Haby  
Urban Assembly School for Law and Justice, New York City 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Self-Introduction” and “Where We’re Going”  

 
“Something people don't know about me by just looking at me is that I'm a 
nationwide chess player.” 
 
My name is Haby. I go to Urban Assembly School for Law and Justice. Something I'm 
most proud of in my life is graduating from eighth grade. It was a fun experience for me 
knowing that I'm leaving middle school and going into the big leagues of high school. 
Something I enjoy doing outside of school is basketball and sometimes playing chess. I 
like basketball because it just gives me some type of feeling when I play basketball. I 
play chess because I enjoy it. Some people may think it's a little nerdy, but I really enjoy 
it.  
 
Something people don't know about me by just looking at me is that I'm a nationwide 
chess player. I am in the top 100 females that can play in the nation. I've travelled from 
Chicago to Nashville to San Diego to Columbus. I've been to plenty places in the United 
States.  
 
In elementary school, my school had a chess team and basically we had a chess team 
and it was fun. We had it 3rd grade and 4th grade. We didn't have it because they said 
not a lot of people were interested and, I think due to the budget they had to cut some 
programs out so they cut the chess team out. Me and my friend, his name is Pedro, we 
liked chess, like we liked it. 
 
That was the first year that we played chess 3rd grade and after that we fell in love with 
the game. So we really liked it. We wanted the program to keep going. So during the 
whole 4th grade, we were working towards it to come back. By the time the principal 
said yes we said all of our ideas, it was about to be the end of the year. So we 
compromised and she said that we could start a program where we taught the class. 
 
At first we were like, "Whoa." I don't think I could teach a class but we ended up doing it. 
During the last period of everyday, we would go to classes; different days had different 
classes because it was scheduled. We basically went to every class once a week and 
we just taught chess. It was fun and it was crazy. Some days I would walk down the 
hallways and all the little kindergartners and first graders would say, "Oh, Haby you're 
the chess coach" and I would say, "What's you're name?" and it would go from there. So 
yeah, that was a time when I stood up for a belief that I didn't believe in and it made me 
the national chess player that I am today.  
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Something I value most in school has to be my friends because they give me a comfort 
zone that I like. I can say stuff to them that I can't say to anybody else. My hopes and 
dreams for the future are being in the big leagues, becoming a criminal lawyer or a 
crime scene investigator because I love forensic science. I would like that to be my 
major. 
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88. Isiah  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“I started practicing more and going to the gym earlier to shoot free throws.” 
 
My name is Isiah. I'm going to talk about a time that changed me and what changed my 
view towards things. During my 10th grade year this past winter, I played JV basketball. 
I prepared all season and I finally made the team. It was a good accomplishment for me. 
We had practice as a team. We were getting ready to play the first game against Central 
Catholic, one of the top basketball schools in the area. I was ready and everyone was 
looking forward to it. There was going to be a lot of fans there. The game had started 
and my coach sat me on the bench. I wasn't really mad about that because I thought I 
had a good chance to play. There was a huge crowd, and the game kept going on and 
on. As time went on, I just sat on the bench. The first quarter went by and then the 
second. I just thought that my coach kept forgetting to put some people in. I wasn't the 
only one who wasn't playing. Then the third quarter went by and as the fourth quarter 
game. I wondered what I did wrong and why I didn't deserve to play. 
 
The game finally ended and I was pretty mad. I didn't really show it but I was really 
aggravated that I didn't have a chance to play. We eventually won, which I was glad 
about. It's just frustrating when you work hard for something and you don't get a chance 
to play. After that, it shaped me and showed me that not everything comes easy. You 
have to work hard for what you want. I started practicing more and going to the gym 
earlier to shoot free throws. My coach started to realize this so he put me in the game. 
During the game, I started to do my best and show that I should be one of the kids who 
was able to play. I became better as the season went on. Ever since he started to put 
me in, I didn't just use the hard work for that. I carried it on through other things too. 
 
I thought that things wouldn’t come easy to me so I should work hard no matter what the 
situation is. I learned to not give up. When things don't go my way, which they always 
won't, I know that I can't fall to the pressure. I have to step up to the challenge and start 
to change things. Not only in the sport, but in school. I started to work harder. I'm glad 
this happened because I think if I had played or started, I probably would have played 
as if it were just any other game and I wouldn't have played my hardest. Now since I 
know the possibility of not playing again, I work harder for it and I'm becoming a better 
person. 
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89. Joacquin  
Chavez Prep Middle School, Washington, D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“So I would say that I truly am happy when I'm in school or on the basketball 
court because these are two places that are important to my identity.” 

 
A place where I am perfectly content would be the basketball court because it's like my 
perfect heaven. My home away from my actual home because I can go there, and you 
know, experience my flow. Where I can play all day and forget about time, problems, or 
even issues simply because it truly is a place that makes me happy. Other than the 
basketball court, the classroom is a place where I'm actually happy too. I like to look at 
myself as being a basketball player and a schoolboy because you can't be anything in 
life if you don't have an education. So I take my education seriously because there are 
kids in certain places of the world that don't have one, so I take advantage of what I 
have.  
 
I would say a place where I'm going to succeed is college and whatever career path I 
choose to take because education is going to get me there. But basketball is going to 
also help me get there because you know being versatile is always of importance. So I 
would say that I truly am happy when I'm in school or on the basketball court because 
these are two places that are important to my identity. I would say continuing these two 
things will take me to success because being average is not enough for me. Not fulfilling 
my own personal goals and dreams is not okay with me. 
 
I take these two things seriously because I want to be something in life, more than what 
society says I will be. I experience happiness, relief, and you know, just the calmness 
when I'm on the basketball court or in school. I don't think about anything else because 
nothing else is important. I can just be myself, dribbling the ball, running, sweating, 
seeing the ball go through the net, the pen to the paper, getting an answer right or 
having satisfaction that I'm actually learning. Learning something new and having that 
satisfaction is priceless. 
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90. Kaseen  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Who We Are” and “Where We’re Going”  

 
“When I'm in the studio, I do my best work. I can express my feelings and 
thoughts that I can't really do by talking.” 
 
My name is Kaseen. A place that is important to me is East St. Louis, Illinois, because 
that's where I was born, that's where I started making music, and that's where most of 
my family is from. I don't care where I'm from, just as long I have my family. East St. 
Louis is important to me because I have memories there and a lot of friends are from 
there. I learned a lot from East St. Louis and that's why it's important to me. 
 
I'm going to tell about the time that I started rapping. I started rapping because I was 
raised with an appreciation for music, for rap music. I always wondered, "What if I could 
do that? What if I could do this, what if I could do that?" My brother made a mixed tape 
and we were in the kitchen. He was thinking about how he could make the mixed tape 
better and he told me that if I write a verse then I could be on this tape. So I wrote it, and 
I was putting my all into it, everything I had. He said it was the best he had ever heard 
from a little kid.  
 
I always wanted to be like my idols, like Tupac and Biggie and stuff. I always wanted to 
be like them so I said, "Yeah, I'll do it." It was pretty good, and I started writing. I kept a 
book and I started writing and I started going under the moniker AK-3 because my 
middle name is Adrian and my first name's Kaseen, I just switched it around. I'm the 
youngest brother out of three, so that's AK-3. I started writing poetry and now I'm doing 
shows and everything else. That's what's important about me, my rapping. 
 
The funny thing about this is that I've been rapping for about 8 years and I'm still not on 
my brother's mixed tape. It's just, I don't know, he's not making music anymore, but I still 
am. That's why I just thank my brother for that. I just thank my brother for it, for showing 
me something I could do, something that I was really good at, that's important about 
who I am. 
 
The place I feel most content is the studio. When I'm in the studio, I do my best work. I 
can express my feelings and thoughts that I can't really do by talking. It's like a boxer in 
the ring or a football player on the field. You give it your all and then, you know, you do 
your best. My friend Antonio taught me that, determination. The first time I knew that I 
was perfectly content is that I could just go there and get my feelings out. 
 
If my parents made me mad or something, I could get my feelings out in the studio. 
Towards another subject and just you know, do my best work and I was 12? Yeah, I 



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   129	  

was 12 and my friend asked me do I want to go to the studio with him. His uncle's 
studio. I said yeah. So we went and his uncle told me to write down something because 
he said he didn't want me to go into the studio saying garbage or saying stuff off the top 
of my head that I might mess up. So, you know that's when I wrote my first flow. A flow 
in rap terms is a continuous flow of words.  
 
So when I was spitting my words I just kept going and going and going and going 
without a hook because when I was little I couldn't write hooks. So I just wrote that, you 
know, that flow. That's why I feel so content because I could do my best work there. My 
best friend Janae, she seen me in the studio and my best friend Nae, she saw me in the 
studio and she was like, "Dang, that boy could rap, that boy good." Yeah, just letting you 
know that I'm the best rapper alive because you know people, everybody love me as a 
rapper. I do my best work. I don't slack on my job. All right. Bye. 
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91. Nicholas  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“It was a good experience because even though it was something I thought I 
wasn't good at, in the end it turned out I was better than I thought.” 
 
Okay, so the story that I'm telling you is one that started actually not too long ago. It 
starts around New Year's Eve. Of course, everybody makes New Year's Eve 
resolutions. You know: get fit, do this, do that, blah, blah, blah. And normally a lot of 
men don't exactly do them, but I try to be realistic about mine and I told myself that my 
New Year's resolution was to try something new. Try something that I thought that I 
would never be able to do before, but still give it a shot.  
 
Normally, when I tell myself to do something like that I'll go out into communities where 
people do this on a daily basis and I'll, you know, talk to them and I'll get some insight 
and info and what not. What I decided to try was photography, actually. It was 
something that I always looked at and admired but I thought to myself, "Man it's almost 
impossible to get shots this good. I don't think I could ever do that." And I told myself 
even if it isn't any good, I'll still give it a shot.  
 
So I went online looking for things to photograph, just trying to think of what could I 
possibly photograph that I would be good at? Of course, being the person that I am, my 
mind immediately pointed straight to cars. So I got on my computer, I got on YouTube, 
and I started looking at car videos and footage of car shows and what not. The first few 
ones that I had seen were pretty decent. I'll give it that—they were good. They were 
something closer to what I could do at this point in time, I would say, but you know, it 
wasn't enough to make me jump head first into doing it.  
 
Then I remember looking at a video that really changed my perspective on all that. It 
was a video that I had never seen before, but somehow managed to get close to around 
300,000 views on YouTube. So—me being interested in the views and wondering how 
could people have watched it if it wasn't good—I decided to click on the video. And oh 
my god, I can see how 300,000 people liked this video and watched it over and over.  
 
It was made by a guy known as Chris, but most people know him by him photography 
name, which is Krispy. It was on his YouTube page, Krispy Media, and everything about 
this video was perfect. From the cars to the way that he showed the atmosphere to the 
way that he placed his music to just everything about this video. It's almost 
indescribable how good it was, and after watching that video I knew exactly right then 
and there that I wanted to photograph and document cars; I wanted to document car 
culture. So I kept telling myself I'm going to go look for shows, I'm going to look for 
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anything that I can get a start at.  
 
Luckily enough, a few months down the road there was actually a show going on near 
my house. I told myself, “That's going to be my first gig as a so-called photographer and 
videographer.” The morning of the show, I was so excited. I charged up my little point-
and-shoot camera's batteries the night before. I pretty much stayed awake all night 
cleaning out shots, just looking at photos, trying to get an idea of what to do and little 
things that I could try here and there. Eventually when I got to the show I was pretty 
much almost nervous. I had been to car shows a lot before and of course I had taken 
pictures here and there, but I'd never solely gone to a car show for the purpose of 
actually taking pictures of the show and of the cars.  
 
So, you know, I'm walking around with my little point-and-shoot, meanwhile there's 
people walking around with $2000 and $3000 cameras, just all up the car's grill and 
bumper and what not. And I'm just kind of sitting there with my lonely little grandma 
camera, as I like to call it, just kind of shooting from a distance. Some of the shots that I 
got were pretty good. I kept thinking to myself, “It's not going to be amazing the first time 
out. But, you know, we've all got to start somewhere, right?” So I continue snapping 
pictures.  
 
I snapped a picture of a car that's actually pretty famous in this area. It's a guy named 
David's blue Mustang. Well, it's a blue Mustang but a lot of people call it the Smurf 
because it kind of happens to look like a Smurf. David is actually a pretty prominent 
videographer and car reviewer in the Newport News, Virginia Beach, and Richmond 
areas. I was shooting a few pictures of his cars and surprisingly he actually walked up to 
me. He's like such an approachable guy. He just walked up to me and just started 
talking. Next to Chris —Krispy—David is one of the guys that I admire as a 
photographer and videographer. Here I am on my first gig and I get lucky enough to 
meet one of my idols who really kick-started me on this journey along with Chris.  
 
So we're sitting there talking, you know, joking around, taking pictures of each other and 
he hands me his camera and he's like, "Show me what you got." I'm stuck here with a 
$1000 camera, I have zero to little idea how to use it, so I kind of do what we refer to in 
the photography world as a “pray and spray,” where you aim the camera vaguely kind of 
somewhere kind of focus it and you shoot and you hope that a good shot comes out. He 
takes the camera back after about I'd say three minutes and he's like "Wow, you've got 
some talent. You're actually pretty good at this." And he says that he has some people 
that he wants me to talk to and he tells me to go over to a booth.  
 
Long story short, the booth was a clothing line that closely relates to car culture and we 
got to talking and—I can't even believe I'm saying this—but I think I actually might have 
conducted my first official gig as a photographer or my first official sponsor as a 
photographer the first time that I was out shooting the field. And it doesn't end there. A 
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couple months later there was actually another car show. By this point I had shared the 
pictures that I had taken with my point-and-shoot on multiple social media sights. 
People were liking them and commenting and thanking me for taking pictures of their 
cars. By this point a few people kind of know me, and a few people—they kind of brush 
me off as an amateur but they give me the benefit of the doubt.  
 
At the next car show that I went to, I was a lot more confident. I was talking to the 
owners of the cars, I was asking for little details to shoot, I was really feeling like a 
photographer. And apparently David had shared the photo, well the photos, that I had 
taken of his car with Chris and Chris just so happened to be down in Virginia that same 
weekend and at that same car show. So David called me and he told me he had 
somebody for me to meet, and of course by that point I had told him that he and Chris 
were pretty much my idols. And low and behold, Chris is standing next to David at the 
car show. Both of them, again, expensive cameras in hand, and me with my little rinky-
dink point-and-shoot.  
 
At this point I'm freaking out. I have no idea what to say, what to do, but Chris and David 
are such approachable guys that at the end of it all we actually all became pretty close 
friends. I still keep in contact with Chris on an almost daily basis through texting since 
he lives in New York City. I keep in contact with David too, since he's even closer—he 
lives right up in Richmond. Anytime I feel like visiting I can just go up there and drive. 
That, really, it was a good experience, because even though it was something I thought 
I wasn't good at, in the end it turned out I was better than I thought. I had a better 
stepping-stone than I really thought that I did.  
 
Now I actually have my own media outlet where I share car photos. Eventually, I'm 
going to expand to other types of photography once I get a better camera, which is 
actually coming up pretty soon. But, it was a real confidence booster and I'm glad to say 
that I dove into this little hobby and in the end, who knows what I can make of it? It can 
become something great. So, I guess I just have to keep this up and see where it takes 
me. 
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92. Nicholas  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
 2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“When I heard this song, there was something about it that captured my 
attention. It was so well made and so human and soulful.” 
 
An event that really had an impact on me was buying my first album. I know that it’s kind 
of weird to hear a teenager say that, especially in this day and age of technology. This 
was around 2006, my 5th grade year. Everyday, I stayed for an after-school program to 
get my homework done and to hang out with friends. After that, my mother would 
always come and pick me up. After a long day in school, we would always take a long 
ride and listen to music on the radio. That was our thing. That was our way of relaxing.  
 
I remember one specific day when she picked me up, I heard this song on the radio. At 
the time, to most people who listen to a lot of radio, this would have been the start of the 
rap era, of the new rap era. Everything kind of sounded the same. But, I remember as 
we were riding, there was this one song. It was different from anything I had heard. At 
that time as a little kid, most things that I had heard on the radio, I would listen to and 
say that it was cool. But when I heard this song, there was something about it that 
captured my attention. It was beautifully crafted. It was so well made and so human and 
soulful. There was a story behind it that was absolutely amazing. All of my attention was 
solely focused on that song. When it ended, I religiously listened to the radio trying to 
figure out what the name of that song was and who was the artist. For a long time it 
would come on the radio and I would hear the song about half way through. But, I would 
never hear the artist or song’s name.  
 
One day, I was at my grandmother’s house. MTV was playing in the back room where I 
always played. The song was playing and as soon as I heard the melody from the 
hallway, I ran into that room as fast as I possibly could. The video was “Kick, Push” by 
Lupe Fiasco. I told my mom that I didn’t care if I got anything else for Christmas. I 
wanted that album.  
 
About two months later, Christmas arrived. I was excited about the toys, but I was more 
excited about finding that album under the tree. I remember running downstairs, looking 
at all the presents under the Christmas tree, and off in a little corner was a little tiny 
square. I knew immediately what that was. I was so excited to have that album that I 
almost forgot to open the rest of my presents.  
 
The reason that the album had such a significant impact on me was because it 
introduced me to a form of music that I didn’t even know existed. This carried a positive 
signal. That was one thing that I was always looking for. Even at that age, a lot of the 
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stuff that other kids were listening to, I wasn’t in to. Listening to a song like that really 
made me excited about music. Hearing that song and seeing that video really sparked 
the love that I have for music today. 
 
 
  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   135	  

93. Pallak  
High School for Arts and Business, New York City 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Self-Introduction,” “Where We’re From,” and “Where We’re 
Going”  

 
“That’s my dream job—just to draw cartoons, do whatever you want, publish it 
out on Cartoon Network, and let the whole world see it. I find my biggest 
inspiration in art.”  
 
Hi, I'm Pallak and I'm fourteen years old. The school I go to is High School of Arts and 
Business. The question I'm asked is: What am I proud of in my life? Well pretty much, I 
am proud to be me. I'm happy that I'm going to go to high school. I'm happy I’ll make a 
lot of good friends and I'm just proud that I'm here in this school and enjoying my life.  
 
The second question is: What do I want to be in my future? Good question. I don't know 
yet. There are many things I want to be in the future. I want to be a cartoon artist, a 
video game designer, and every Wednesday I join drama because I like to perform for 
people. And also I want to join the Dungeons and Dragons Club. I just like to join things 
that interest me. The reason that I joined [High School for] Arts and Business is actually 
because of art. I mean since I'm drawing a lot, I want to focus more [and] continue 
drawing and just make a good thing out of it. What I do now is I make drawing tutorials 
and I post them on Instagram or on YouTube. I'm trying to. 
 
The person who's really important to me in life is Rebecca Sugar. I think I heard about 
her on YouTube and I've also heard about her on Cartoon Network. She has actually 
been an inspiration to me. I have been watching Cartoon Network for a very long time, I 
think since childhood. I really like their drawings. Now, since I started drawing, I have 
been thinking that the only place I want to be right now is with her. I really want to work 
with her at Cartoon Network, that's my dream job. I find her job really easy, just to draw 
cartoons, do whatever you want, publish it out on Cartoon Network, and let the whole 
world see it. I find my biggest inspiration in art.  
 
I don't always tell this to anyone because people think it's kind of stupid. "You working 
with Rebecca Sugar? I find it really impossible for you to do that." So I think, "No! I know 
it's crazy, but I want to fulfill it. That's my dream job." If this dream came true, I'm only 
going to be thanking you, StoryCorps, for hearing my story. Second, I'll thank God for 
fulfilling it. I'd be really happy if this came true, if I actually met her, in person. I want to 
thank you—StoryCorps and God—for letting me see Rebecca Sugar, literally! 
 
So where I want to go in my life is to Full Sail University. When I was younger, 
somewhere in middle school, I was like okay. I want to do something in my life, I want to 
go somewhere, I want to be something in my future, and randomly I started searching 
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up weird colleges. Before I wanted to become a doctor. I noticed that was kind of hard 
because I can't deal with anything with surgery and I'm too afraid of it. Then I actually 
noticed I had a talent in me. It was art and it's been there. I think it's been there since I 
started drawing. I guess I learned it from my parents because my dad, he does the 
caricatures; he draws political cartoons like a lot of political cartoons.  
 
My mom, she actually paints. She does those Rajasthan paintings of women I guess. 
She actually puts them in more detail plus she adds everything. I want to be inspired by 
them. I want to do something like that but my way. So I started drawing weird cartoons 
like that. I want to be better at it so I went on some sort of website called dragoart.com 
and I started drawing a lot about that. I actually have a sketchbook and I drew a lot of 
that stuff, mostly the things I find easy for me. I looked at it and I'm like "Wow. I'm 
actually getting better at it right now." I also actually started drawing little cartoons too, 
like some sort of anime. Then I was like, “Wow. I guess this is something big for me. I 
could actually draw cartoons now. I could animate them if I want to."  
 
I think I can do something with animating because that's the thing I've wanted to do. I 
want to animate. I want to animate most of my cartoons and do something with it. I want 
to do that so I could turn it into a cartoon story. That's why I want to go to Full Sail 
University because they animate really well and they animate good stuff. Also they do 
something with video games and I am completely a nerd video gamer. I am a complete 
nerd in that so I want to try that and see where I want to go in my life. I really hope with 
this, where this art takes me, I want to actually accomplish that to see where life takes 
me. I want to follow that road.  
 
There's actually one more thing. I'm happy to be a tomboy. Yeah, I'm a tomboy. I'm a 
nerd. I don't care what people think. I'm happy to be who I am. I'm happy to be myself. 
Me, myself and I. So thanks for listening, StoryCorpsU. 
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94. Rebecca  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“It was me who had programmed it and eventually our teams went to competition 
and one of them went to state and that was me.” 
 
So this is my first year of high school and there is some encouragement to join clubs, 
extracurricular activities, after school stuff, however you want to call it. I joined the local 
robotics team. Not really sure why. I'm not too good at the whole building things thing 
but I did. It seemed cool you know. So I showed up and they asked for volunteers for the 
programming position. I didn't really think there was anything else I could do. Like I said, 
I suck at the whole building designing, you know.  
 
So, I raised my hand and turns out I was the only one who wanted the position. So the 
coach set me up in the room across the hall with a laptop and a couple of disks and 
said, "Alright, you are the only programmer. Figure out how to install this stuff. Then 
figure out how to use it." I never seen LabVIEW before or never used it. Never wanted 
to use it. I hadn't even installed stuff from disks much. But I figured out how to install it. 
Got it installed, got it set up and then realized that I had no idea what to do. It took me 
weeks and a couple of online tutorials to figure that out.  
 
Then I realized that once I managed to do the simplest stuff, I still had no way of testing 
it to make sure I could actually do it right. So then I got to build a little robot of my own 
and I already said I suck at building stuff, but I did. Basic robot. Just drive around. 
Nothing else. So I did that barely with Legos. It turns out that none of the stuff I had did 
worked, which sucked. In my defense, they were power tools. Those things are loud you 
know, and they were right next to me.  
 
So I ended up re-learning some stuff. Took me ages. I don't think my ears will ever be 
the same. Bloody tools. But eventually, I got it and that robot was driving. It was me who 
had programmed it and eventually our teams went to competition and one of them went 
to state and that was me. So that taught me a valuable skill I can use later in life. I'm 
actually planning on going into programming now because of this and the respect from a 
group of my peers. Yeah. It was awesome. Self-confidence you know.  
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95. Tamera  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“Something inside of me was telling me, "No, keep going. You're almost done, 
don't give up." 
 
Have you ever run against someone or another school? Your answer may be yes. I 
have as well. In the last summer of my 8th grade year I started running track. Running is 
my favorite sport and I like doing it. So, after all the practice and preparation we went 
through for this track meet, the big day finally arrived. I was so nervous on the way there 
and when we were waiting to be called. My coach told me I was running the 200-meter 
dash. I said, "Oh, ok, that's easy." In my head, running on that field twice didn't seem 
much a big deal.  
 
When it came my time, I said, "No, no, no, I can't do it." From the stands, the track field 
didn't seem that big, long or wide, but once I got on the field, I could see the true image 
of it. The announcer told us to get in our positions and they shot the gun in the air and 
we took off. I was running as fast as I could and then I slowed down a little bit to save 
some of my energy for the second hundred meters. When I got around the first time I 
was getting tired and my body started to tighten up. It was getting even harder. I wanted 
to give up and just stop. Something inside of me was telling me, "No, keep going. You're 
almost done, don't give up." I kept going and started picking up speed and started 
breathing properly and then before I knew it, I was done. I came in second place. I was 
so proud of myself; I had confidence in myself as well. I didn't give up. From this 
experience I learned to never give up no matter how hard things may get. 
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96. Tyler  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“I want to study them so I can help make an even faster, earlier warning system to 
warn people to have more time to get to safety.” 
 
Hi, my name is Tyler. I am 17 years old, and an important story that I'd like to tell you 
says who I am. It all started in Suffolk, Virginia, on April 28, 2008 at between 3:15 and 
4:49 PM. It was a Monday and I was in 5th grade and I remember my dad taking me 
home from school. I remember wearing my favorite red heart neck shirt because it was 
picture day. I remember getting home, and it would start to rain. I would go in my room 
and I would sit down and start my homework right in front of my window.  
 
Our house faces south, so I'm doing my homework and I look up out the window and I 
see strange clouds. I'm thinking it's more than just a thunderstorm, knowing me. Ever 
since I was the age of 7, I used to watch this show called “Storm Chasers,” which is 
basically people who would chase and record tornadoes in the middle of tornado alley. 
Ever since then I've had a love for weather and tornadoes. So seeing that strange thing, 
I told my father, and he thought maybe I was just seeing things; maybe it was just a 
regular storm. But I just kind of disregarded it and then went back to do my homework. 
About twenty minutes later, I almost finished with my homework and I remember our 
house phone ringing and my dad answering it. My dad called for me, so I went and got 
the house phone and then I went back to my room.  
 
I said, "Hello?" and it was my grandfather who lives south of us in Southern Virginia. He 
said "Tyler, there's a tornado over here", and knowing my grandfather, he always plays 
around with me. I was laughing and chuckling and said "Yeah, right. I don't believe you." 
He was like, "No, really, there's actually a tornado over here and it rotated over our 
house and now it's across the street by Obici hospital." And I was like, "Really?" I was 
still in disbelief. I didn't really know what to say. My dad came back and took the phone 
back after turning on the TV to see that we were under a tornado watch in Northern 
Virginia.  
 
On that day, a series of tornadoes were basically all up and down the East Coast. 
Around 4:35 pm, I had finished my homework and I looked up and I walked over to the 
window. I don't know, I just did. When I walked over to the window, I remember seeing 
my neighbors across the street black shingles just start coming off their roof. To me, I 
thought, “Oh, maybe it's just hard wind.” But no, looking up it didn't go up, it didn't just fly 
away. It was actually like circling over the house. And now understanding, I looked up 
and saw a funnel cloud. Never seeing a tornado in person before, I kind of was a little 
paralyzed so I called my dad. He ran upstairs and he said "Oh shoot!" Well, he didn't 
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say, "Oh shoot,” but you kind of get what I mean. But basically he dropped the phone, 
he kind of picked me up, ran me down to the downstairs bathroom. Then I yelled, "What 
about Chloe and Yasmin?" which were my two tabby cats. So he went back for them. 
Coming back downstairs without the cats he told me "It's okay, it's over."  
 
I went back upstairs, but I went to my parents' room and then I saw the phone. I 
answered the phone and my grandfather was still there. He said, "Are you okay?" You 
know actually I didn't explain to him what I saw. I was kind of a little spooked and I told 
him, "I think I saw a tornado." He was like, "Well are you okay?" I was like, "Yeah." And I 
told him I turned on the TV and I was watching the news that 3 tornadoes had hit that 
day in Suffolk. The first one was a wide, quarter mile EF2 - well, more like a half a mile 
EF2 tornado - which hit where my grandparents were. Then, what it does is the cloud 
lifted back up into the cloud and traveled to where we were, which turned into an even 
skinnier EF2. And then after us it went back up and basically went and touched down 
somewhere else in an even smaller one and then the storm kind of dissipated.  
 
The same day, a tornado hit Gloucester High School up here in Newport News. That 
day was very scary. I remember watching the news, I even remember the exact time I 
saw it - it was 4:39 PM. And I remember waiting for my mom to get home. My mom was 
traveling all the way from Norfolk at the time because she worked at USAA. I remember 
when she got home she was like it was a normal day. I asked, "Mom, did you see it? 
Did you see it?" She didn't know what I was talking about, and in disbelief she actually 
drove right past it at the time it was over by my grandparents. So, I’m relieved and so 
glad my mother was okay.  
 
To this day, that day I will always remember because I felt there was something wrong. I 
felt like it wasn't a regular storm. And to this day I kind of do brag to my father, talking 
about "You should have listened to me!" But yeah, ever since then I still have a passion 
for tornadoes. But now that I have that experience it doesn't really reflect but it makes 
me want to pursue that more and meteorology. Because I want to study them so I can 
help make an even faster, earlier warning system, to warn people to have more time to 
get to safety, to get to the lower level middle room of their house. The lowest and the 
most centered room is the bathroom or closet and under stairs. I wish to help and save 
more lives because the devastation of a tornado takes a big toll on people. The only 
way to really measure a tornado is by its damage, its path of damage, which is why they 
call it EF2, EF3. And since the winds that we had were approximately maybe between 
50 to 75 miles per hour, it was between an EF2 and an EF3. So I still want to love, I still 
want to record them, I still want to study tornadoes because it’s still a passion of mine 
and I'm so glad it didn't affect me to not want to do this anymore. 
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Resilience, Loss & Change 
 
97. Alejandra 

Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“And death is a strong word because it's a way of life.” 
 
One thing that someone doesn't know about me is that I've been kind of through a lot. 
Well, my brothers and sisters have. Some of the things are drugs, alcohol, pregnancy, 
abortion, cancer, etc. etc. All the bad things you could probably think of. What hurts me 
the most is my oldest brother, Richard. He passed away. The story is that he took his 
friend's girlfriend. And his friend got mad and jealous. And I guess he decided to kill 
Richard.  
 
And the truth is, I could be smiling and laughing. You could judge me but really you don't 
know half of what I've been through. It impacted me so much. And death is a strong 
word because it's a way of life. But I don't cry in school because crying will just make 
matters worse. It won't bring anyone back from death. This one goes out to all the 
people that lost a loved one. I feel you. When the moment comes to understand other's 
hearts you'll feel the same way. 
 
Something that shows who I am is my smile because my smile can show you love. And 
I could comfort you in anything because I like helping people out. And I'm known for 
being sweet and nice. But sometimes people judge me and call me different things. And 
I don't care because people don't know me. When they do get to know me, they will 
understand why I smile and laugh. And this is really important because I really don't like 
sharing my things out with other people because I'm afraid that people just judge me 
and not talk to me or understand me. 
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98. Devin  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I still thought Grandma was a strong person even if she was very sick.” 
 
When I was eleven years old, I lost my grandmother from cancer. She was sick for a 
very long time, but she still went strong for a short while. My grandmother was only 60 
years old when she died. She led a very long and interesting life, and did a lot of 
interesting things. I don't know everything my grandmother did, but she did a lot of 
interesting things in her lifetime and even since I have been alive. My grandmother [on 
my mom’s side] never travelled anywhere as much as my grandmother on my Dad's 
side of the family did. My grandmother could really cook and she always made 
homemade vanilla ice cream and all types of cakes. All of us kids loved her ice cream.  
 
I have 20 cousins on my Mom's side of the family and 20 on my Dad's side of the family. 
My grandmother that passed away was on my Mom's side of the family. We first found 
out my grandmother had cancer in 2004. She had many treatments and took a lot of 
medications. My grandmother also went through chemotherapy. We thought she would 
get better after a while, but then she got sicker and sicker each year. Often times, my 
grandmother would get very aggravated and aggressive but I always thought that was 
the result of her having cancer. We continued to support her and hoping she would get 
better, but it seemed like she wouldn't.  
 
My grandmother would sometimes be in and out of the hospital. Around the spring of 
2009 she was finally out of the hospital, but only for a short while. She ultimately got 
even sicker and had to go back to the hospital. She never came home after she went 
back in. Almost everybody on my Mom's side of the family went to visit her one last 
time. This was about two or three weeks before she died; right about that time I knew 
there was nothing else we could do. I felt very hopeless. When I found out she had died, 
my life felt upside down, but then I realized she didn't have to go through what she went 
through anymore. I still thought Grandma was a strong person even if she was very 
sick. 
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99. Giavanni  
High School for Youth and Community Development, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“She had breast cancer but I thought she would survive.” 
 
Hi, my name is Giavanni, and I want to talk about the story about the significant person 
who impacted my life. The person I'm talking about is my sister-in-law, Cynthia. She 
was very—I don't know how to put it—we were very close. That was my oldest brother's 
wife. I always used to spend time with her because I don't have any sisters; all I have is 
older brothers, and I always wanted a sister to be with and be around.  
 
There are some things I didn't really think I could talk to my mother about because I 
thought it was kind of weird to talk to my mother about things that happened at school, 
things about boys and stuff because she's very strict. Cynthia was really like an older 
sister, and we would always do things together. She would always take me to the 
movies and we'd talk about things.  
 
When I was seven, I went up to her house one time, and she was crocheting a hat. I 
had never seen that before; I thought it was so cool. I was like, "Oh my God, I want to 
do that so bad," and she taught me. I started to get it.  
 
Oh, and I forgot, she had breast cancer, she was going through breast cancer. She had 
to go through chemo and stuff, and we would still hang out, but back then it wasn't a 
reality to me if someone dying. I never really thought about people dying. People in my 
family died, but that was when I was younger and I wasn't really as close to them. My 
second-to-oldest brother, he was shot, but I was three. I didn't really remember that.  
 
But she was a really important to me. She was my sister, my one and only sister. I 
would always crochet with her. I felt so connected to her because we would do that 
while we were doing other things. Like we would crochet and talk.  
 
In 2008, February 10th, my mother came to my room and went to me and told me that 
Cynthia had passed away. I was so shocked. I didn't want to believe anything. I was 
really, really shocked. I didn't want to believe my sister was gone. She had breast 
cancer but I thought she would survive. I wasn't able to go to the funeral. I wanted my 
last memory of her to be us crocheting. I was eight. I guess my mother didn't really want 
to expose me to that. When she passed away, I started crocheting more. I felt like I was 
with Cynthia. She's the significant person in my life. I will always think of her as my 
sister. 
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100. Jacquaishia  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I still cry everyday when I'm at home in my room, but at least when I act goofy I 
can hide it because I don't want anyone feeling sorry for me.” 
 
Have you ever thought that your closest family member would never die? Well, I felt that 
way about my father. I thought my father would be there until the day I died, but sadly 
my father passed away a year ago. I remember walking to the living room and seeing 
my mother crying while my stepfather held her to comfort her. I walked up to her and 
said, "What's wrong Mom?" She looked up and her eyes were red. She took a deep 
breath and said, "I'm sorry baby girl but the Springfield Corrections office called and I'm 
afraid your Dad passed away in his sleep." The smile I had on my face quickly faded 
away.  
 
I took a deep breath and said, "Well, at least he's not suffering and he's up there with 
his mom, so I'm not too upset." I got up from the couch and went to my room, flopped 
down on my bed and with my head in my pillow, and I cried and cried until my eyes 
were burning like they had been set on fire. I finally looked up from my pillow to see my 
mother and stepfather sitting on my bed. Then my stepfather said, "Sometimes you 
have to laugh to keep from crying." I didn't really listen at first. I stayed in my bed for 
almost 3 and a half weeks. I missed my ribbon pinning. I missed my luncheon and I 
almost missed my graduation. If it weren’t for my mother pushing me out of the bed, I 
would've missed my graduation.  
 
Then, when I started high school and made some friends, I started acting really goofy. I 
made my friends laugh everyday. But, sometimes it went into classrooms and interfered 
with work. One day my stepfather got a call from the school saying I was acting goofy 
and I said, "Well you told me to keep laughing from crying right? And that's what I've 
been doing." "Well just tone it down a bit," he said. I told him I would try. Even though it's 
been over a year, I still cry everyday when I'm at home in my room, but at least when I 
act goofy I can hide it because I don't want anyone feeling sorry for me. Throughout this 
experience, I learned you have to laugh to keep from crying. 
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101. Jacquii  
Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I believe I have more problems and more challenges to face as I get older and 
transition to college.” 
 
An accomplishment or event that marked the transition from my childhood to my 
adulthood within my culture, community or family is graduating from middle school into 
high school. I graduated from two different middle schools. It was kind of tough because 
I had to restart at a different school. I had to meet new people and settle into the 
environment. 
 
Another transition I had was with my body change. I didn't grow taller or any body parts 
didn't get big but a lot of things changed. I started to notice a lot of mood swings, 
feelings or hormones coming in. My parents always told me about this but I didn't know 
it was going to be this hard, or this harsh or deep. My teenage years have been the 
worst so far. When I was in middle school, I really didn't have any problems or things to 
worry about. I felt stress-free. Now it feels like I'm stressing like I'm 40 years old with 
kids and got 50 jobs. It's very difficult. Very hard.  
 
I feel as though my big transition period in my life was very difficult. I believe I have 
more problems and more challenges to face, as I get older and transition to college. I 
experienced a lot of different things—fights, finding friends and the level of work, 
schoolwork, homework, house chores and my life at home and things like that. I believe 
me transitioning into college and to the really adult life where I have bills and big really 
adult responsibilities I'll have to take care on my own will be even harder, so right now 
I'm trying to live it the best way I can. But it's still kind of hard because I'm young with a 
lot of responsibilities.  
 
I believe I accomplished this because I kept my head high. I always thought positive. I 
try not to think about the negative situations and I come up with the best outcomes and 
the best solutions to get through it. I believe I can accomplish anything I want. And I 
know I'm going to make it. My culture is like the average black community culture and, 
you know, not everybody is the same but it's something special. My name is Jacquii. 
This is my accomplishment and biggest transition so far in my life. 
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102. Janiah  
Gateway STEM High School, St Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“When he died I was just hurt. It hurt me, it hurt me down to pieces, but it 
somehow taught me to stay strong about it.” 
 
My name is Janiah. My age is fifteen, and I attend Gateway STEM High School. One 
story I might tell about a significant person is my daddy. My daddy is a significant 
person. He had a lot of impact on my life when he died. This story is important to me 
because this really has a lot to do with the person I am today and why I act the way I do. 
This is a story I don't generally get to tell anyone because when I tell someone this 
story, I get really very emotional about it. When I tell my story, I want you to tell your 
friends what I express, if you want. I am going to tell this story complete, alive, for you 
by making sure that my story includes dialogue, what I’m thinking or feeling, and the 
best descriptive details.  
 
Well, what I was thinking is, "Oh my God, I don't know what to do. I don't know whether I 
should cry or stay strong. I don't know whether I should live or die. I don't know what I 
should do." When my daddy died, it was the worst moment of my life. Don't get me 
wrong, a lot of people have died in my family before, but when my daddy died it was just 
like, because I was really, really close to my daddy, like really close to my daddy. When 
he died, I was just hurt. I couldn't believe it. I actually was there when he died, like right 
there in front of his face when he got shot.  
 
When he died I was just hurt. It hurt me, it hurt me down to pieces, but it somehow 
taught me to stay strong about it. It taught me to stay strong and not let this have an 
impact on my life. Well, it does have an impact on my life, but don't let this be my life. 
Just crying everyday, thinking about my dad. Of course I still cry and of course I still get 
emotional and of course I still act the way a normal person would act if one of their 
parents died. But considering that I've been making it through all these years without 
actually breaking down, yeah I'm glad. Without actually letting it get the best of me, I feel 
like I can go on forever.  
 
I really, really miss him and if I could bring him back I would, but I can't so I'm just going 
to say this to everybody: If somebody dies in your family, somebody really close to you, 
just think about what they would tell you. Think about how they would want you to be. 
Think about all that. Don't think about "Oh my God, he has died, what am I going to do?" 
Don't think about that. Just think about the positive things. If you think about the positive 
things then it won't really be a problem. When my daddy died, of course it hurt, and it 
still hurts until this day to know that I had to grow up with one parent. What doesn't kill 
you makes you stronger. 
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103. Kaylen  

Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington, D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“There was constant fighting and bickering and I just felt that it was going to 
happen some day, I just didn't know when.”  
 
My name is Kaylen. A story that made me who I am is about when I was in the 5th 
grade and my parents split up. Many people believed that I was going to react a certain 
way; throw a tantrum, rebel against my parents, pick a side, and you know, the normal 
way some children act. But I didn't. I mean, I had personally seen this coming for a 
couple of years already. There was constant fighting and bickering and I just felt that it 
was going to happen some day, I just didn't know when.  
 
My parents didn't know how to tell me and I know that because when it happened I was 
coming back from a camping trip. It was a Sunday and my mother told my sister to take 
everything out of the car and just leave me there. She came into the car and told me 
what had happened. In her eyes I could see the fear in her as to how I was going to 
react. I can remember thinking, "Ok, so what?" I told her that if she was happy, I was 
happy. It impacted my life because it made me into a stronger person than I already 
was. It made me realize that some things in life you cannot change. Sometimes even 
though it might hurt and you might not like it, it may be for a good reason. It may be for a 
better life.  
 
You never know, so that makes me the person that I am today. When something bad 
happens, when things are actually bad, I don't throw a tantrum and I don't rebel. I just try 
to embrace it. I try to make the best of it because I know I can't change it. What is the 
point of getting so mad? It really has made me a stronger person. I believe so. It's 
something that I learned from and even though it wasn't a highlight, it wasn't the best 
part of my life, of my childhood, it's still a part of it and I might as well learn a lesson 
from it. And that's what made me who I am. 
  



StoryCorpsU Gold Stories (By Theme) 
Compilation of 2012-2015 
 

	   148	  

104. Mark  
Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“This fire, it kind of messed up a couple months later of my life.” 
 
November 23, 2014—a couple days before Thanksgiving and I'm trying to sleep on my 
bed, and my mom walks in. She says, "Mark, put your clothes on. There's a fire." And I 
didn't know that this was going on. I was just trying to take a nap. And then, I thought 
cause she's an over-protective mom; I thought I guess she just smelled smoke. I didn't 
believe her at first. But then when I walked out into my hallway, I saw like a lot of smoke. 
It was black, it was pitch black.  
 
And I didn't think that my brother was home. So we were just banging and banging on 
my brother's door because in his room, that's where the fire escape is. And we have my 
dog and my mom, you know, like she always is, she puts the dog in a pillowcase to 
protect him from the smoke. So we're there and then my brother, he finally wakes up. 
He was trying to sleep too—it was not that late in the night. He was trying to sleep and 
then he woke up and he smelled the smoke. And we were just there with him.  
 
And then we tried to get out through the fire escape and go to the roof. But we couldn't 
cause the flames was sprouting up through the holes in the fire escape which just 
looked like an open barbecue. If we were to try and escape through there we would 
probably get burned. So we had to wait. We were the last ones out of the building. We 
had to wait for the firemen. They took us out. I got a couple of cuts because they were 
breaking glass. We were on the roof for a while. And I'd never been up to my roof, so it 
was kind of cool seeing that. But this fire, it kind of messed up a couple months later of 
my life. I lost a lot of things in that fire. A lot of childhood memories, a lot of things got 
robbed and were stolen from us cause of vacancy in that apartment for a while. And 
when we finally moved back, I was at peace. 
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105. Markita  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2013—2014 
“Who We Are” 

 
“I forgave him because I felt like that was holding me back from being the person 
I wanted to be.” 

 
My name is Markita and my prompt is forgiving. I can remember a time, the first time my 
dad and I actually spoke and I actually spent time with him. I remember it like it was 
yesterday. It was the summertime when all the kids were out of school and my 
grandfather was asking me if I wanted to spend time with my father or if I even wanted 
to talk to him for the first time. I responded, "No".  
 
Some time went past and then I started getting phone calls from my father, but I didn't 
know who he was. The first time I answered the phone and it was him, I looked at my 
grandfather and was like, "It's a man on the phone." I remember how he responded; he 
started laughing and he was like, "It's your daddy." I hung up the phone really fast 
because I didn't want to talk to him. 
 
My grandfather and I, we're really close. Actually, we're closer than most people think. I 
never really knew my father or, actually, my mom. Well, I know my mom but it's not like 
a type of bond a mother and daughter should have. My grandfather took me in and I 
remember him telling me that I should forgive both of my parents. So, I think when I got 
a little older I realized that he was my father and he did make me so I did have to forgive 
him. I spent some time with him and I actually liked it. I did. I forgave him because I felt 
like that was holding me back from being the person I wanted to be. So, I did and it was 
great. We actually talk a little more now. 
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106. Miyah  
Cesar Chavez Parkside High School, Washington D.C. 
2013—2014 
“Where We’re From” 

 
“Everyone would call me ugly; they would talk about my hair, my clothes, my 
shoes, and my complexion.” 
 
My name is Miyah, I'm 15 and I attend Cesar Chavez Public Charter School for Public 
Policy. An event from my past that I want to share would be when I got teased every 
day. Everyone would call me ugly; they would talk about my hair, my clothes, my shoes, 
and my complexion. They would always call me White, everything. I believed them. 
Every day I would call myself ugly and I actually started to believe myself because that's 
what I'd been hearing since I was old enough to even have people talk about me.  
 
I would say my dad would always remind me that I'm pretty and to never tell myself that 
I'm ugly. He would tell me I'm pretty and to not worry about what everyone else said 
about me. He would always be there through tough times, traumatic times, good times, 
bad times, and he would just be there when I always wanted to talk. When I was going 
through a tough time or a good time, I would just call him if I wanted to talk, or if I 
wanted to say hi, if I wanted to say I love him, or tell him how school would go.  
 
I wouldn't really tell people this because you know most people don't know that my dad 
had a brain aneurysm and he can't remember things. He couldn't remember what I told 
him, he wouldn't remember my birthday or anything and everyone would just say 
"Awww." I don't want everybody to just feel bad for me but I would rather them know 
because, you know, going through tough times like that it's like you really just need a 
friend to be there and listen. You want someone there to be able to talk to you and give 
you advice and all of that. 
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107. Precious  
Denbigh High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Who We Are” 

 
“There was no way I could give up my son, so I was faced with something that 
would change my life.” 
 
Hi my name is Precious. I’m in Ms. Puckett’s 12th grade English class. The story I have 
to tell about is when I was younger I had many hopes and dreams. One of them was 
that I wanted to study nursing and become a labor and delivery nurse. I never thought 
my life would evolve the way it did when I started high school.  
 
My 9th grade year after volleyball season everything seemed to be going downhill at 
once. All of my grades were great—they never dropped. My dad and step-mom 
separated. I started loosing contact slowly with my dad. After my 9th grade year started, 
I made the mistake of becoming pregnant. The responsibility of this was solely mine. 
There was no way I could give up my son, so I was faced with something that would 
change my life.  
 
During my pregnancy there were plenty of naysayers who doubted me. And believe me 
I wasn’t going to stop doing anything that I put my mind to. Like graduating, continuing 
to play sports, and making good grades. I always knew that I was not going to give up. I 
knew that I could do anything I set my mind to. It was just going to be harder. I kept up 
my grades; made A’s, B’s, and the occasional C’s, which I was not proud of because I 
knew I could do better. I continued to play volleyball. When I was a junior I ran my first 
trial and wildcard. It allowed me to revive my son and get us to where we needed to go. 
My senior year I became captain of the volleyball team.  
 
Between volleyball, school, and my son I struggled a lot. Some nights I barely got any 
sleep. I missed school for doctor’s appointments and stayed home because no one was 
able to watch him while he was sick. There are many times when I feel overwhelmed 
and just want to give up on everything. However deep down, I knew I was better than 
this and that I was strong enough to get passed this. Looking back on the situation I 
came into conflict with a lot of questions. I’d ask myself: What am I going to do after I 
graduate? What college will I attend? I was not going to listen to the people who judged 
me in a negative way.  
 
As I grow older and more mature, I do all of this for the better of me and my now three-
year-old son. My dedication to my goals will never waver. I will not be like the teenage-
parent statistics. I will graduate high school to study nursing and become a registered 
nurse specializing in labor and delivery. These obstacles taught me that regardless of 
my circumstances, I can do anything I put my mind to. 
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108. Rahmon  

Heritage High School, Newport News, VA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“I really didn’t want to lose any of my brothers.” 
 
There was a certain event in my life that changed me from a child to an adult, and very 
quickly. In my childhood, I was basically not a good child. I had struggles; I had types of 
ups and downs, going through wrong paths and stuff. It had to do with me failing school. 
Ever since second or third grade, I started doing bad in school. I used to steal, get in 
trouble a lot, fight a lot. I really never had a dad in my childhood, not for real. I had a 
step-dad, but my biological father wasn't there. So I had a messed up mindset. It was 
very hard for me to get through certain things. But as I was growing up, I became a 
better person. So now I can get through life more easily, and I can right my wrongs. My 
mom showed me how to be a gentleman and help out and be supportive and stuff.  
 
And the event that changed my mindset from being in my child ways to becoming more 
mature and knowing I'm being an adult was when one of my youngest brothers passed 
away. He was shot and killed at his house. And that right there really took a lot out of 
me. I didn't want to look at it like his death was going to change me, because I really 
never wanted that to happen. But his death really just changed me around. Ever since 
then, it's like I've changed my whole attitude. I'm trying to do better in school, trying to 
graduate, getting my grades up, trying to get a job, participating in certain activities, 
playing sports, doing good in the band, trying to get accepted into colleges. Studying, 
doing homework, I'm trying to take my SAT. And I'm just in the mindset that I need to 
get myself together because one day it could have been me, or it could have been 
someone very, very close in my family, like Mom, Dad, the brother that lives with me.  
 
And in this world, it's very harsh for our kind as black males. So just that event there 
itself changed my whole life. I really didn't want to lose any of my brothers. I wanted 
them all to see their big brother make it through life. But that event was like a life 
changer for me. It was sad, very sad. I don't really know what else to say about it. But 
knowing how I used to be and how I am now--it's a big improvement. I don't get in 
trouble as much, I study, I do homework, I do my classwork. I'm doing better in school. I 
still have ups and downs, but I can curve, I can straighten them out. I can get stuff done. 
I'm just on a road to success. I'm trying to get on the right path so I can make it in life. 
Get out of the bad neighborhoods I'm in. Get out of state so I can meet new people, 
have new experiences, continue getting more knowledge and education. School-wise 
I'm trying to prepare myself for the world as I grow up. Trying... Because as soon as I 
turn 18, life is really going to hit me because I will be an adult. So there will be more 
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challenges, more experiences, and more responsibilities. So I'm just preparing myself 
as time comes, as time flies by. I'm just doing what I can do so I can survive, make it 
through life. I'm still getting some type of support from family and pray every day. 
Hoping that my brother at least sees that I'm trying. So that's really my story of how a 
certain event transformed my childhood mindset into an adult mindset. 
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109. Tierra  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re Going” 

 
“He's being successful in life, and I'm proud of him for that, but I just pray and 
hope that he will be in my life more.” 
 
Hey, I'm Tierra. Today I'm here to talk about how you don't realize something, or notice 
something, until it's gone. My brother left to go to college last year, and I missed him so 
much. I always wanted to spend time more time with him but he was always in school, 
or working, or playing basketball. You don't realize something until it's gone, you don't 
really appreciate something until it's gone. I used to always take him for granted. I used 
to always say, “Well, if he had a little time out he could do whatever he wants.” But I 
never actually took the time to spend time with him. I started to miss him as he was 
leaving, as he was going away for college. The only time we usually saw him was when 
he was at his home games playing basketball—he got a scholarship to play basketball 
at Roosevelt University. I guess I did take him for granted because I never realized how 
much I missed him until he was actually not in my life as much as he was, as much as 
he has been.  
 
I started asking him, “When are you going to come back and see us? When are you 
going to visit us?” He would say, “I'm going to come back whenever I can, whenever I 
get a opportunity to.” I used to always say, “Well ok, maybe this will be next week.” But 
next week would never come, and he would always plays basketball. I'd call him like, 
“Um, are you going to come see us?” and he'd be like, “I'm working,” or “I'm doing 
something.” I could understand that because college life is busy, it's very busy. But I felt, 
kind of, I don't know, I felt kind of abandoned when I wasn't around my brother as much 
as I had been.  
 
I'm so used to him being there for me. I'm so used to him talking to me. He was a very 
big role model in my life because he is one of the first of our generation, of my 
generation, to actually go to college and get a scholarship and be something in life. He 
wants to be something in life, so I'm proud of him for that. I just hope that I get to see 
him more because I'm so used to him just not being around now. I'll call him and stuff 
like that, and he'll say he's busy, but I can understand. And I was like, “Okay, so maybe 
I'll call him on my birthday. Maybe he'll see me on my birthday.” He tried his hardest to 
see me on my birthday, but he didn't, he couldn't. He was busy. So, you know, you need 
to actually take advantage and take the time to appreciate people that are in your life no 
matter how much you argue, no matter how much you fight, they're always going to be 
there for you. I just think that if you actually appreciate them for once in your life, maybe 
they'll be there more for you.  
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I miss him, and I just hope that he succeeds at what he's doing, because he's very good 
at what he's doing right now. He's being successful in life, and I'm proud of him for that, 
but I just pray and hope that he will be in my life more. When he went to college, it 
separated us. After he graduates from college, he's going to be more in my life, and I'm 
going to be so grateful for it. For now I have to wait three years. Three years for him to 
graduate from college and to be able to not be so busy and to give us a little time to 
spend time with him. I just know that to actually love someone so much you have to 
appreciate them and realize what they're doing for you and notice what they're doing for 
you, and take out the time to tell them how much you love and how much you miss 
them. You don't appreciate anything unless it's not in your life or unless it’s gone. So, 
that's my moral, and thank you! 
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110. Tyleeah  
Methuen High School, Methuen, MA 
2014—2015  
“Where We’re From” 

 
“This is a story I really don't tell to anyone because it still scares me that she's in 
the Army.” 
 
Hi, my name is Tyleeah and I'm going to be telling about the time my when sister was 
shipped out to the Army. This story is important to me because I always thought that no 
one in my family would go into the Army and I wouldn't have to worry about it until she 
did. It showed me that time is very important and that you need to appreciate what you 
have because you don't know what you have until it's gone. This is a story I really don't 
tell to anyone because it still scares me that she's in the Army. I don't like to think about 
it because I'm also still experiencing it, and she's not home yet. It scares me because 
she's so young and I never expected her, out of all people, the person that I was closest 
with, to leave and go to the Army. So it had a significant impact on me because I took 
her for granted and now I can never just call my sister when I need her. She's just not 
just a phone call away. It's kind of hard for me, so I'm just excited for when she comes 
home. I'm excited every time I get her letters and I just hope she stays safe. 
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Role Models 
 

111. Armin  
Gateway STEM High School, St. Louis, MO 
2013—2014 
Combined Story: “Where We’re From” and “Who We Are”  

 
“When I have a challenge ahead I don't say, ‘I can't,’ because I always think of [my 
dad] and I realize that I can.” 
 
My name is Armin. I am 14 years old and I attend Gateway STEM. Outside of school, I 
enjoy building things, fixing things and just working in general. I enjoy doing these things 
because I have a great work ethic and I like figuring out how things work.  
 
The person who's had the greatest impact on me is my father. He left his family and 
everything he had in Bosnia to come to the United States and give me better 
opportunities. I was about nine months old when I came over here. My father got 
married to my mother when he was twenty-one, and he had to leave his family. His 
brother had to stay over there. 
 
The reason my dad has had the greatest significance over me is because he is the most 
hardworking man I have ever known. He never gives up, and whenever there's a 
problem, he's always there to help. 
 
One day my Dad took me to work with him. I saw him work and then I started to work 
with him. I couldn't believe how much work he does on a daily basis. I think because of 
him I have a great work ethic and I never give up. When I have a challenge ahead I 
don't say, "I can't," because I always think of him and I realize that I can. My Dad tries 
giving me all that I want and I respect him for that. My Dad always pushes me to do my 
best in school and to become an engineer so I can have a better future than him. He 
had a horrible past in Europe and he came to America so I could have all that I want in 
my future. That is the story behind my great work ethic, why I want to be an engineer 
and, most of all, who I am today. Thank you. 
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112. Nathan  
  Corliss High School, Chicago 
  2014—2015  

      “Who We Are” 
 
“He tells me about how important education is to having a future, whether you 
play a pro sport or not.” 
 
One of my biggest role models is my cousin Paul. He is an ex-NBA and Euro League 
player, and he teaches me everything I need to know about the basketball life. He also 
tells me about how important education is to having a future, whether you play a pro 
sport or not. Lastly, I can relate to him a lot because he has had his share of troubles 
just like me. Without my cousin, I don't know what I would be doing right now.  
 
I knew Paul since I was in 8th grade. By this time, he was on his way to ending his 
basketball career overseas. When he got back to the United States, I began to see him 
at the Grand Crossing Gym every Sunday. That is where all my uncles and cousins who 
either play college, overseas, or NBA basketball played at. Even my great-uncles sat in 
the parking lot or in the gym to watch us play.  
 
When I first met Paul, he asked me if I was any good. Of course I said yes. I even told 
Paul that I could be him. From there, he took me under his wing and grew me into a 
really good scorer. Paul always told me stories about how it was playing pro basketball. 
He told me about how, when he was on the Golden State Warriors, he and Larry 
Hughes used to hang out. But, most importantly, he talks to me about how important 
education is, even for basketball. "Education's key to everything you do," is something 
Paul always tells me. He also told me how NBA scouts check your college grades, and 
they ask about your work ethic.  
 
Lastly, Paul has been through bad times like the majority of people do. He couldn't stop 
smoking in the NBA, which got him in a lot of trouble. Also, Paul tore his ACL, which 
was a big reason why his NBA career ended. When I tore my meniscus, I was terrified. I 
thought I was done with basketball. But Paul was there during my ten-month recovery 
period. He kept me confident and worked out with me to get my body back to a hundred 
percent. My cousin has had a big impact on my life. I don't where I would be without 
him. I'm very thankful to have a family member like Paul. 
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113. Precious  
Corliss High School, Chicago, IL 
2012—2013 
“Where We’re From”  

 
“She was exactly how I want to be when I get older. She spoke for girls who 
couldn't explain themselves.” 
 
Hello, my name is Precious. I go to on the south side of Chicago. I remember when I 
saw Nicki Minaj I instantly fell in love with her. She was exactly how I want to be when I 
get older. She spoke for girls who couldn't explain themselves. She is not afraid to 
express herself. She doesn't care what anyone thinks of her and that was a very big 
attraction to me. I was one who could never explain myself because it felt like no one 
was ever listening. One day I want to be just like her. She is known for being herself. 
Everyone has a song with her. After success, with three mixed tape releases between 
2007 and 2009, Nicki signed to Young Money entertainment, where she soon became 
the first lady.  
 
Her debut studio album, Pink Friday, reached the top of the U.S. billboard 200 and went 
platinum one month after it was released. The most successful single, "Superbase", 
went quadruple platinum and has sold more than 4 million copies becoming one of the 
best selling songs in the U.S. All of her accomplishments make me feel like I can do 
anything. She came from the ghetto and so did I. I feel like we have a lot in common. 
The reason she has such a huge influence is because of her accomplishments and her 
confidence. 
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114. Roberto  
   Washington Heights Expeditionary Learning School, New York City 

      2014—2015  
     “Where We’re Going” 

 
“I'm asking myself, "Wow, am I really going to be a big brother? Wait, so that 
means I'm going to become a role model." 
 
My name is Robert, and this is a story of me when I became a role model. It began in 
the summer of 2010. I remember it was the last day of school and I was anxious. I was 
happy and I was sad just because some of my friends were leaving and moving on, as 
our new beginning was going to begin in a few months: High School.  
 
At the same time, I was way happier just because I knew that before I left the house my 
mom was getting cramps. I also know that in that tummy there was a baby that was 
going to come out. I remember it was the last few minutes of class, last period, and I get 
a call from my dad and he's telling me, "Robert, be ready because I'm going to pick you 
up and your mother's in labor." I just looked so shocked that my friends are like, "Are 
you okay?" And I'm like, "My mama's at labor," and I just start teasing and teasing.  
 
My dad picks me up, and I'm in the car seat looking out the window and just [thinking 
about] the future, and I'm asking myself, "Wow, am I really going to be a big brother? 
Wait, so that means I'm going to become a role model." And all those things start going 
through my mind.  
 
Four years later, he's grown, he's strong, and he's my little brother. His name is Ronnie, 
and Ronnie does whatever I do. If I do homework, he does homework. If I watch TV, he 
watches TV. If I want to go outside and play a sport, there he goes, telling Mom, "Mom, 
can I go with Robert?" I always look up, I say, "Thank you. Now I have a reason to say 
that I have to finish high school." Just because of Ronnie—I'm his role model. Now my 
goals are to finish high school and go to college so the trend keeps going and Ronnie 
does the same. I really like being a role model, mostly as Ronnie's growing up and he's 
getting older. So, this is my story of becoming a role model. 
 
 
 
 


