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Finding Paths to Personal
Achievement

The essays in this book were written by high school seniors in Bottom Line’s Road 

to College program. In the Road to College program, students learn to navigate complex

college research, application, and financial aid processes. Perhaps the most challenging

task of the college application is perfecting the essay. This is a piece of writing unlike 

anything each student has ever written: a 500 word statement that represents their past,

present, and future. These brief statements cannot adequately describe the versatile,

multi-dimensional students that write them, but they do provide a glimpse of their strength,

courage, and perseverance.

Most Bottom Line students are the first generation in their family to go to college. Many

have been in the U.S. for only a few years; others play a critical role in providing financial

support and other resources for their families. They are remarkable young adults. Their

dedication drives them to travel from all over the city after school and extracurricular 

activities to our office to spend hours with counselors completing their college applications.

Their hard work pays off: last year, all 200 of our advisees received at least one college

acceptance letter.

Bottom Line is a non-profit organization founded in 1997 to help improve the quality of 

life in urban communities through higher education. Our staff creates opportunities for

socially and economically challenged urban youth to lead successful lives by earning 

college degrees. Bottom Line helps students overcome the formidable barriers to get in to

college, graduate from college, and go far in life. Benefiting from unique and proven 

support programs and personalized attention, students earn college degrees at twice the

rate of the national average in their peer group. Bottom Line alumni overcome incredible 

personal hurdles and become models of success for their community, as well as sources

of inspiration to their families and peers.
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Almost all teenagers I know have never seen war. In fact, most adults I know have never

seen war either. They have never heard gunshots or seen dead bodies on the streets.

I have seen all these things happen. I have faced these horrors during the civil war in my

country—Somalia.

My family lived in Mogadishu, the capital city. It is a beautiful city with tall coconut trees,

wide streets, and parks. In the countryside, wild animals of different varieties are 

abundant. You will see antelopes, elephants, and giraffes roaming in the green plains. The

silvery beaches of the Indian Ocean are very attractive. It looks like a painting that an artist

has spent a thousand years perfecting.

One fine morning our tranquility vanished, giving way to the heavy artillery of mortar shells,

roaring machine guns, and bazookas. Dead bodies lay everywhere and the groaning of

the injured was all around. Looting and rape were common. Displaced children wandered

around, looking for their parents. The stores, gas stations, banks, and hospitals were

closed or ransacked. Electricity, telephones, and plumbing did not function. Mogadishu

was a ghost town; doomsday had befallen us.

My family lost some of our loved ones. We were compelled to flee the city, and seek refuge

in a safe place. Refugees are less likely to be harmed if they are women or children, so

my father had to leave us. My mother, sisters, brothers, and I traveled, exposed to danger.

We took some food and our belongings. The first bus we boarded broke down, and we

were forced to walk for miles over two weeks. We slept on the ground, in the cold and 

without a roof, unprotected from dangerous wild animals. Food and water were scarce; we

barely survived.

Finally, thanks to God, we were reunited with my father in Ethiopia, where I lived for the

next twelve years. Our survival was a result of our family pulling together. Living through

the flight from Somalia has made me a strong person who can endure difficulties, both

physical and mental. It helped me to adjust to life in Ethiopia and deal with the many chal-

lenges my family continues to face. My brothers and sisters traveled around the globe in

search of education, while my mother, who had kept us together in Somalia, went to

America for medical treatment and to sponsor us. She brought me here last year, and so

I began another journey. I was prepared to face the new culture, the new language, and

the new environment. Today, I know I can handle difficult times while supporting others,

and ultimately triumphing. As I look to the future, I hope to study psychology in college and

help those who have psychological and mental problems.

Pulling Together
by Ubah Hashi

Bottom Line 3

Ubah is a senior at English High School,

where she is an active member of the soc-

cer team and Africans Around the World

Club. She is a diligent student who, in the

course of six months, improved her SAT

scores by 400 points! She a vital part the

Somalian community in Boston, working

at the Somali Redevelopment Center in

the summers. 

Her essay was sent to Boston University,

Newbury College, Pine Manor College,

Simmons College, Suffolk University,

and UMass Amherst.



I’ll never forget the day my mother and I moved into a shelter. My reaction to living there

was, “No way!” My view of a shelter was a small, crowded, dark and gloomy shack that

was filthy and full of dirty, reeking “bums.” It was a nightmare, so I thought.

When I got there, though, it wasn’t bad at all. The people were nice and there were other

children there. Even though I was the oldest child there, it was still nice to interact with

other children. I met a lot of nice people, and to this day, I’m very close to one woman in

particular; she’s like a big sister to me.

This situation came about when I was 13 years old and my mother was evicted. We were

homeless. It was summer and I was out of school so my mother sent me to stay with fam-

ily. While I was away my mother worked and tried to find a home for us. It was difficult for

her. She had to work overtime, and do weeks of double-shifts at a time, all while staying

at various shelters.

When summer was coming to an end, my mother had to find a home for us. My mother

found out about a shelter for women and children located in Boston near an MBTA station

which made it easier for her to commute to work, and later on, for me to commute to and

from school. My mother made arrangements for a minibus to pick me up at the shelter and

after school bring me back. As a child in middle school, it was hard. I was embarrassed

and ashamed to get off that bus. After a while, I stopped taking the minibus altogether and

took the MBTA to school.

Overall, I adjusted to shelter life pretty well and helped my mother look every weekend for

an apartment. We would get newspapers, sit down together, and search apartment 

listings. When we went out and saw a house for rent, we would inquire about it that same

day. A few months later, we found an apartment and started our lives over from scratch.

All of our furniture was lost in storage so my mother called the Homeless Coalition,

who helped us get furniture. The first few weeks, however, we slept on sheets on the floor

and we bought a portable television/radio for entertainment. Once our furniture came we

had fun decorating our rooms. It was hard and strenuous, but we were happy and 

most grateful.

Being homeless has affected my life greatly, because it taught me how to rise from 

adversity, use my head, and see things differently. I look up to my mother in that sense,

and I thank her, because without her knowing, she taught me how to keep pushing through

to the top no matter what comes my way, how hard it may hit me, and despite who helps

me or not. This experience will stay with me for life. 

Rising from Adversity
by Monique Govan
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Monique displays a level of maturity 

and responsibility that is rare for a high

school senior. She devotes much of her

time working after school to supplement

her family’s income. Additionally,

Monique reciprocates the generosity that

community based organizations have

given to her by working with children at a

Dorchester community organization. 

Her essay was sent to Boston University,

Clark University, Northeastern University,

Salem State College, Suffolk University,

UMass Amherst, and Westfield State

College.



Seven years after I was born in Tanzania, Africa, as the third of four children, I noticed that

my siblings, Patrick, David, and Pearl, had been given names quite different from mine:

Ngoda, a Tanzanian traditional name. I was very much agitated and anxious to know why.

So I turned to my parents one evening and posed the question.

Ngoda was my uncle’s name, my parents explained. He was a gentleman who was not

educated but belabored my parents to make sure their children got the best education, for

he believed that an educated mind is the most powerful and essential treasure one can

obtain. The sad thing is that he died before I was born. He died of malaria, my parents told

me. “But malaria is treatable,” I told my parents. They said that in my country, there were

no good doctors and medicine to treat him.

I was proud to bear his name but also too proud to let people in my society, especially

those that are in my family, die of disease that could be cured. That is when I realized my

dream of becoming a doctor. But to be a doctor, one needs to be in a good school that is

well-equipped with teachers who can instruct more practical studies than the theoretical

ones pursued in Tanzania. I thought it would be difficult for me to become a doctor and I

would let my uncle down.

One evening, a few years later, I heard the phone ringing. It was my mother who was in

the U.S. pursuing a master’s degree in public health. She said she wanted me to join her

in the U.S. I knew that God had answered my prayers. After being pushed from behind by

my uncle, I was now being pulled forward by my mother.

It was hard to live in Boston at first, but eventually I embraced it, for I had a goal in mind.

I started an internship at Brigham & Women’s Hospital. It was like a dream come true, for

I worked with patients and had a chance to meet many doctors who gave me advice and

courage for my challenge to come. They did not promise an easy way but they said that

hard work pays off.

We all make choices in life and I have made mine, and I plan to go to a college where I

can get a good education so that I can achieve my goal of becoming a doctor. Many times

I have envisioned myself being a doctor. Now I know that the question is not whether or

not I can be a doctor, but when I will become one.

What’s in a Name?
by Ngoda Manongi
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Ngoda arrived at our office when he was

a junior at Hyde Park High School, just a

few months after coming from Tanzania.

He immediately made an impression.  His

work ethic is astounding, as is his ability

to interact with any student or counselor

in our office. He seeks to learn from every

experience and has gained a wealth of expe-

rience through internships, community

programs, athletic teams, and interactions

with others. Versatile, funny and intelli-

gent, he is committed to attending med-

ical school after college

His essay was sent to Bates College,

Boston University, Bowdoin College,

College of the Holy Cross, Hamilton

College, University of New Hampshire,

and UMass Amherst.



My life has been affected by a condition called cerebral palsy. Being diagnosed and living

with cerebral palsy and ADD has provided me with many challenges, but I have 

persevered and achieved many things.

I was born with cerebral palsy and had attention deficit disorder as a young child. I had

problems paying attention in middle school. From that time on I didn’t feel normal 

anymore. I was put in special classes to help me reach my full potential. I couldn’t enjoy

myself because there were so many tests and treatments I had to go through. Also, I

missed about three birthdays in the hospital because I had to go through operations 

during those times.

I went through so many ordeals when I was living in Haiti that people thought I had black

magic put on me. My mother saw me as a burden so this led her to see me as the root of

her problems. To this day we don’t talk because she thinks I am evil. School at this time

was awful for me because I was picked on so badly. I wanted to play sick and stay home

from school. My brother was made fun of because my position, and people never had 

anything good to say about me. 

The doctor told me I wouldn’t be able to go to regular classes like everyone else, or be

able to perform to my ability because I had the mental capacity of an eight-year old. I had

to fight so I could get into a regular class so I would have the opportunity to go to college.

I needed to prove that I could read above my grade level and would be able to do the work

appropriate for my grade level. When I was taking regular classes I had to work hard and

I did, passing my classes as a result.

I have persevered to prove that I have the potential to achieve many things. Now I am tak-

ing all regular classes in school. I’m also in the reading club because I love to read and

reading in class is not enough. I am also a member of Lead Young Boston and still have

time to be on the civil rights team. I am also a full-time member of English High’s Africans

Around the World Club.

I have gone through many struggles that have taught me many lessons and have prepared

me to achieve my goals. I want to accomplish things in my life. I want to go to college to

expand my knowledge and get a great job. I want to own my own business and create my

own clothes and become a fashion designer. Some day I will write a book and become a

role model so I can inspire others. 

Overcoming Obstacles
by Stephanie Noel
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Stephanie will be graduating from

English High School in June of 2004. She

has become an example for other Bottom

Line and EHS students because of her

ability to overcome the obstacles in her

life and enjoy success in the classroom

and her community. 

Her essay was sent to Bethune Cookman

College, Pine Manor College, Salem

State College, Tuskegee University, and

UMass Dartmouth.



The house in Chelsea is small, with blue shingles. I have not seen it in two years, but my

memories from my time there are clear in my mind, as is the day I said good-bye 

to it.

As I walked up the sidewalk on the day my family moved, I recalled first arriving at this

house in July of 1992, after spending six years of my life in a refugee camp in Thailand.

My parents raised me with strong values and morals there, while they dreamed of coming

to America to escape civil war and give their children a better life. When their dream came

true, they decided to come to Boston to live with family.

On the car ride from the airport to our new home, I was astonished by the beautiful city 

of Boston. Never in the refugee camp had I heard the energy of the city or seen such a

beautiful night with bright lights beaming everywhere. When I finally stepped out of the car,

I walked past the tallest building I’d ever seen, a 27-story high building next to my new

home. Everything in Boston, from the tall buildings to the pizzeria down the block, seemed

so different.

Stepping onto the porch, I remembered learning English. After school, my cousins would

play school with me on the porch every day, giving me an opportunity to learn English and

become more united with my family. After we finished our “lessons,” we would pick apples

and dip them in the sauce that I made, just as I had with the other children in the refugee

camp. They taught me new American games, like scavenger hunt, and with them I ate my

first American food: pizza.

I left the porch to go inside the house to my old bedroom, where my father had passed

away when I was eleven. Although I only lived with him for a short time, I knew that he had

so much confidence in me, and his faith kept my dreams alive after he died. Growing up

with a single mom was hard, but my mother and I helped each other heal our pain, and I

knew my dad would not want me to give up on everything just because his life had come

to an end.

I walked downstairs to the living room, where I had watched a video of my father’s visit to

Cambodia. Seeing how painful life was there made me value my life so much. I didn’t have

to beg for food to survive and live life day by day, like Cambodian children did. That day

remains clear in mind whenever I am tempted not to work my hardest, reminding me of

how much my parents have done for me.

It is a memory I will hold onto forever, as are the thousands of other memories from this

house where I adjusted to life in America. Although I closed the door on that house for the

last time two years ago, I have taken with me the lessons I learned there, lessons that

have taught me a new language and a new culture, as well as the value of life and the

opportunities that I have here. 

House of Opportunity
by Dolla Seng
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Dolla, a senior at Chelsea High School, is

a diligent student who is committed to her

college education. She is an active student

at school while maintaining a 3.8 GPA

and volunteering in the community

through the Jefferson Forum. 

Her essay was sent to Bentley College,

Boston College, Boston University,

Northeastern University, Simmons

College, Suffolk University, and UMass

Amherst.



In my first year in this country, while in seventh grade, I wondered what my schoolmate

Joshua meant when he asked, “Hawa, you got my back?” I thought he meant I had his

book bag. It took me a few months to figure out that in American culture, “You got my back”

means that you are looking after each other. This was just the beginning of my many

adjustments to life in America. 

In September 1998, I moved from Guinea, Africa, to Boston, because my mother 

was here. I faced many challenges living in a culture different from that in Africa. It was a

totally different world. Not only did I have to learn English with all of its idioms, but also I

had to adjust to new foods, different customs, and much colder weather. I had so much to

learn in so little time. But as a result of my hard work, I have been able to accomplish more

than I ever thought I could.

When I first settled in Boston, people used to think that I was a quiet person because of

my lack of English. I used to communicate through gestures. I would sit in class, ride the

train, read in the library, and go to the mall without speaking. I used to spend all day in

school without eating, because I did not like the food.

After a few months, I began eating the foods in school and talking to people. Sometimes,

when I talked to people, they did not understand. I used to go to the store with notes from

my mother saying, “My daughter doesn’t speak English, can you please help her?” I used

to get mad at myself, because when the teacher asked questions in class, even though 

I knew the answer, I could not explain. I had to read everything at least three times to

understand it, but I did not give up. I forced myself to speak English, despite the fact that

my pronunciation was funny and difficult for people to understand. I learned how to read

from reading kids’ books while I was in seventh and eighth grade. I learned how to write

by writing the same thing over and over to make it better. Sometimes I used to think that

I would never make it, that I would never speak, read, or write English well. In high school,

I was put in mainstream classes as opposed to the ESL classes I took in middle school. I

had to work hard just to pass my classes. 

As I begin my senior year, I see the results of my hard work. I no longer have to translate

my thinking from French into English. I am able to read books once and understand them

without struggling. I am ready for college, because now I am not only confident in my 

intelligence, but I am also confident in the language. From my experience learning to read

and write, I have discovered that hard work can get you anywhere in this world. I believe

that in college my hard work will continue. In this country, people have many opportunities

to improve their lives. All they have to do is give a 100 percent effort.

Giving One Hundred Percent
by Hawa Traove
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After moving to the United States from

Guinea only four years ago with no prior

knowledge of the English language or

American culture, Hawa has accumulated

a perfect 4.0 GPA, and become a leader at

New Mission High School. She writes for

the school newspaper, is the captain of the

NMHS basketball team, and is New

Mission’s student representative in the

Boston Mayor’s Youth Council. 

Her essay was sent to Boston University,

Curry College, Northeastern University,

Simmons College, UMass Amherst, and

UMass Boston.



It is an invigorating winter morning in New Hampshire. My friend and I are on a ski lift and

my emotions heighten as we make our way up. Finally, we reach the top. I am telling

myself to move, but my body doesn’t listen and I fall. But the fall is nothing in my mind; the

excitement of skiing down the mountain allows me to go on without difficulty. I look down

the white snowy mountain and I say, “Here I go!”

Five years ago, I never would have guessed I would be in America, much less skiing in

New Hampshire. Then, I was just a little kid in China. One day, when I came home from

school, my mom told me, “We are going to America, Tak.” This was the beginning of a 

journey up a mountain much bigger than the one in New Hampshire.

In the springtime, we arrived in the United States. My parents immediately began working

to pay rent to my cousin, leaving me and my brothers to figure out America on our own.

My dad said to me, “Every man has to be independent and you are on your own, Tak.” 

I didn’t expect such hardship, since I thought working in the U.S. would be easier than

working in China. I never imagined that my mom would have to work two different jobs just

to keep us going. Ever since then, my parents have kept on working, relocating twice until

they could afford a house.

While they worked to support us, I worked hard to adjust to school. It wasn’t as easy as I

wished it would be. Nothing felt more embarrassing than not knowing how to pronounce

my own name in front of my classmates. I wondered why the Americans didn’t speak

Chinese instead of English. In my mind, I kept on saying sentences in Chinese and felt

that they should understand those sentences as well.

My parents reminded me that opportunity comes and goes. In China, they ran a small 

convenience store, and now they had to start from scratch. Their sacrifice motivated me

to work hard to seek opportunities, and I began to work harder in school. I went from

speaking no English to taking AP classes, and began reaching out to others. Today I 

volunteer for a suicide prevention hotline where I am a certified trainee who offers 

emotional support to suicidal callers.

To succeed in America, I had to climb many mountains. Just as the snow was astounding

to me that day in New Hampshire, so were the challenges and opportunities I faced upon

arriving here. As I fell for the eighth time that snowy day, I felt good because I had learned

that hardships come with life. Once I skied down the mountain, I felt like the king of my

own kingdom in a dream. I learned to ski all the way down and moved onto more 

challenging courses, as I will do in the next step in my life: college.

Climbing to New Heights
by Sio Tak Sun
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Tak, a senior at John D. O’Bryant High

School, is an extremely hard-working stu-

dent—he spent a lot of time perfecting

this essay, working on his application,

and improving his SAT scores. Tak is also

refreshingly positive and pleasant—he

talks to every counselor and student in our

office, going out of his way to get to know

others. 

His essay was sent to Babson College,

Bentley College, Boston College, Boston

University, Northeastern University,

Suffolk University, and Wentworth

Institute of Technology.
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How Can You Help

Thank you for taking the time to read the essays in this book. We hope you agree that the

preceding pages tell the stories of some remarkable young adults. Each of these students

was fortunate to be among the 200 students to have the support of a Bottom Line 

counselor throughout the college admissions process. Unfortunately, the reality of the

overall Boston situation is more daunting:

◆ There are 3,400 high school seniors in Boston public schools

◆ Of the 2,300 students who identify themselves as interested in seeking a higher

degree, only 800 are expected to graduate from college within 6 years. 

The message is clear. Boston students need better help getting into the right schools, and

many of them need ongoing support while in college. Bottom Line’s proven programming

model addresses these formidable issues head on. We work with students to gain access

to college and maintain a constant presence in their lives until they graduate. 

For the last seven years, we have been able to offer a high quality advising service at no

cost to the students. As happens with any quality service, word has spread quickly among

our constituents about the work we do and the demand for our program has never been

greater. In the coming year, we intend to double the number of college-bound seniors in

our Road to College program, and we need your help. 

To learn more about how you can help more Boston students get in to college, graduate

from college and go far in life, please contact us, or visit our office. We look forward to

hearing from you.  

Bottom Line

555 Amory Street, Suite 2

Jamaica Plain, MA 02130

Phone: (617) 524-8833

Web: www.bottomline.org

Bottom Line is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization. Your charitable contribution will be 

tax deductible.


