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0 Bottom Line

Finding Paths to Personal
Achievement

The essays in this book were written by high school seniors from the classes of
2004 and 2005 in Bottom Lineis College Access program. In our Access 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, multidimensional 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 all
remarkable young adults. Their dedication drives them to travel 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.

Bottom Line is a nonprofit 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 iget ini with support programs and personalized attention.
Our 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
role models of success for their community, as well as sources of inspiration to
their families and peers.



Aldo, a senior at the City on a Hill
School, is a member of the National
Honor Society. He also plays baseball
and has participated in Outward Bound.
Aldo first found out about Bottom Line
through Northeasternis Bridge to
Calculus program during the summer.

Aldo was prepared to apply to many
schools, but was accepted early to
Denison University on a full tuition
scholarship through the Posse
Foundation.
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His Way of Life

by Aldo Betancur

INT. BEDROOM, SOUTH BOSTON—NIGHT

A young man is bent over a pile of papers on his desk. Though he is
tired, he picks up a pencil and looks at what he has already
written,

“I want to go to college because it is the way out of the life I have lived. It is the step
to a life of success.”

He puts down the pencil and looks at the wall. He knows its going
to happen. His dream is going to come true. He thinks about all he
has been through in America. He continues by writing,

“I came to America expecting to live in a big house. But the fact of the matter is that
life has been very difficult for my mother and I. We were very poor in Colombia, and
well, we havenit done much better in the country of “opportunity.” Coming to America
with hardly any money, we have had to work ten times harder just to sustain ourselves.
At one point we got evicted from our apartment, and we were homeless for two years.
The nights that we cried ourselves to sleep under a bridge in Roslindale are still painted
vividly in my mind. Though it has been tough I know that I can be successful if I
continue to work hard...”

The young man picks his head up and stares at the wall, he remembers
the first time he ever saw American life, it was the first time he
was in movie theater, he writes:

“I can remember the first time I saw the American dream. My grandmother and I walked
across the squeaky and sticky wooden floor of an old house turned movie theater.
Spotty lighting, chipped paint on the ceiling, and a broken down fan that circulated
hot air adorned the room. As we walked towards the front of the theater, the voices of
old men sitting in the back overshadowed the sound coming from the screen. But when
I sat down in the front row I became myopic to chaos of my surroundings. I was blown
away by the first scene. A beautiful house, a freshly cut green lawn, and a brand-new
station wagon in the garage engulfed the screen and my thoughts, my dreams. I left
that theater and returned to a broken down house on a small farm in Colombia, I have
not returned to anything much different my entire life. I am currently 17 years old,
and to this day I look upon my experiences in Colombia as an inspiration. I have lived
in America for over 10 years now, but I am still waiting for the “dream life” to become
a reality. Life in America has not been what I expected it to be. But, the idea of living
the American dream, instead of living in a shelter has been my motivation. Nothing
will stop me from getting it. College is my key...”

The young man rests his pencil down and looks up. Suddenly the image
of the “American life” pops back in his head. This is what he needed
to write and he knows it. In a couple of months, the boy will get the
acceptance letter that he has waited for all his life and will face the
reality that his dreams are coming true and that the boyhood image that
has always pushed him will no longer be just an image, but a way of
life, his way of life.



Brenda is a senior at the John D.
0’Bryant School of Mathematics and
Science. She is committed to
graduating from college and becoming
an interior designer.

While at 0'Bryant, Brenda has
maintained a near perfect GPA, and
become an extremely active leader in
the school community. She is captain
of the volleyball team, volunteers with
the American Red Cross, and takes
photographs for Artist for Humanity.

Brenda's essay was sent to
Northeastern University, Suffolk
University, UMass-Amherst, Wellesley
College, Cornell University, Pratt School
of Design, Syracuse University and
Mass College of Art. She will attend
Syracuse in the fall.
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Guiding Words

by Brenda Leong

Faint memories still linger of my mother weeping on the floor with my raging father
hovering above. Over the years, she suffered malicious treatment, one time in which
my sister recalls, “...the impact of the stick on Mommy-ah caused it to break in two.”
As a daughter, it hurts to comprehend that such cruel actions were committed upon
my mother. I genuinely admire her bravery and endurance during her years of
mistreatment and from this I learned a valuable lesson.

Deterred by the traditional taboo of divorces and the financial risk of raising two
children alone, it took my mother six years before seeking separation. With those
years of agony and unrest, I cannot imagine the extent of the emotional and physical
damage my mother must have experienced. Years after the divorce, my mother faced
new challenges with her single mother status and her poor English comprehension.
Under those circumstances, she employed herself with numerous jobs in order to get
our family financially stable. The experiences have left its mark on my mother, whom
then left it upon me. As a result of these struggles she always said, “Don’t rely on
other people.” The phrase sparks meaning as it awakens in my mind an image of a
woman who can sustain her own life-one who is not dependent on a man'’s finances.
The principle behind those words provided me the strength and determination to
become a person who I can respectfully admire.

My mother’s saying has shaped my character as I transition from my prior reliant and
needy character to an independent person. Today, I take the initiative to find jobs
myself with the intent of providing additional money for my family. Also, I feel
compelled to alleviate some of my mother’s burdens by earning my own spending
money. These are just small steps I take towards becoming more self-reliant. A college
education is the vital step I am anticipating for my growth and development in this
competitive American society. Before entering into the career field where I will be
earning and managing my own finances, I need to get a degree. For the well being of
my future, I know I need to embark on this challenging and extensive educational
path.

From this experience, I learned to not take my mom for granted and appreciate her
greatly, because of what she has gone through. In addition, my mother’s experience
and principle serve as an inspiration for me to become a strong and independent
individual. Ultimately, my mother’s hardship has shaped my awareness in life. I am a
standing monument of those guiding words.



Dante is an ambitious and focused
senior at Hyde Park High. He is
involved in student government,
athletics, and entrepreneurial
activities. His essay was sent to
University of Miami, St. Thomas
University, Northeastern University,
UMass-Boston, Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, Embry Riddle and Barry
University. He will attend St. Thomas
University this fall.
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Not Another Statistic

by Dante Luna

Hyde Park High is considered one of the most dangerous schools in Boston. Every time
someone gets stabbed, drops out, skips or fails a class it's just another statistic. I
made a huge mistake by living up to the stereotypes of Boston students just before
leaving Wellesley Public Schools, a school system I had been a part of since fourth
grade. After spending a month out of school, I considered dropping out . . . like my
father. One day I was reading an essay I wrote in eighth grade, about crime and drop
out rates, and who is to blame; when it hit me - There was no way I was going to be
another statistic. In March of 2003 I found myself at the front door of Hyde Park High.

In Wellesley almost every student is in the “I want to learn” state of mind. Getting the
top spot is a must. There were days when I would walk around with a little notebook,
to write down words I did not understand. After getting home from school I would
look them up and try to memorize them all. It was my way of expanding my vocabulary.
Work at Wellesley is very rigid and complex and it challenged me day in and day out.
The Hyde Park environment is completely opposite. We have to walk through metal
detectors at 7:25 every morning. Wellesley teachers give you pats on the back when
you do well, while Boston teachers pat you down for security reasons. This urban
education is different because the teachers are limited in resources, students donit
cooperate with them, and parental involvement is rare. When you get a B in Boston
they give you an award ceremony. If you get a B in Wellesley, youire mediocre.
Nevertheless, I decided to take advantage of the school system that was offered to me.

Boston students have it much harder than the kids in Wellesley. The hardest part
about Hyde Park is staying focused and “on your game” when your friends are skipping
school. I don't blame the teachers, nor do I blame the students, for the lack of
achievement at Hyde Park. The teachers cannot teach if the students do not listen.
Wellesley teachers are considered “fantastic,” but they always have 25 students ready
to learn. The students there strive for excellence and the highest GPA. It’s not that
Wellesley students are smarter; it's that they are taught to learn. I was lucky enough
to learn that mindset in Wellesley, and I have put it to use throughout my time at
Hyde Park.



Ngoda arrived at our office when he
was a junior at Hyde Park High, just a
few months after coming from
Tanzania. Currently he is enrolled at
Hamilton College. Versatile, funny and
intelligent, he is planning to attend
medical school after college.
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What’s in a Name?

by Ngoda Manongi

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 to 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 a 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 heath. 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. Istarted an internship at Brigham & Woman'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 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.
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Hana Marquez is a very thoughtful
and compassionate young woman.
Currently a senior at the John D.
0’'Bryant High School, she is
involved in ROTC and the drill team.

Her essay was sent to Boston
University, Emmanuel College,
Northeastern University, Regis College,
Salem State College, UMass-Boston,
Wellesley College and Rhode Island
College. She will attend Regis in the
fall.
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A Letter to my Mom

by Hana Marquez

Dear Mom,

It's 2:27 in the morning and I keep tossing and turning. I just had a nightmare that you
were in a car accident. May God protect you from harm. My first two weeks at Regis
have been exciting! I miss you tremendously, but I have to be strong and become
independent. I want to thank you for helping me to get to this point in my life.
Without your support and love, I would not be here today. I am going to take this time
to let you know that you have been, and still are, a significant influence in my life.

As a child, you had to endure the absence of your father. You lived in many shelters
and cried yourself to sleep on an empty stomach. As a young adult, you had to manage
the workload of academics, an after-school job, and take on the role as a head of the
household. Despite your rough childhood, you maintained a positive outlook in life
while continuing to work hard to support your children. I admire your ability to
overcome all of the obstacles you have encountered.

Your great characteristics have shaped me into the young woman I am today. Waking
up five days a week at the break of dawn and going to my classes with an optimistic
mentality are two qualities that I have obtained from you. There were times when the
workload was hard to endure and thoughts of giving up ran through my head, but I
saw you coming home late from work without any complaints. You have made me
realize that with hard work and dedication anything in life can be accomplished. You
have done your part by raising me, now it is my turn to repay you.

Mom, you have taught me how to use my potential and strive to achieve anything I
put my mind to. You'll see, in a few years I'll be a lawyer in my business suit on my
way to the court room to defend my clients. As you remember, I was always one to
stand up for my rights and voice my opinion. I never fell under pressure of alcohol,
drugs, and sex. I chose not to go down that dangerous path. You taught me how to be
my own leader and I want to say “thank you”.

Mom, no words can express how much I love you. During my time here, you will be my
motivation and inspiration to do my work to the best of my ability. In four years, I
want to be able to hand you my Bachelor’s Degree and say “Because of the influence
you have had on me, I stand proud of being who I am and consider myself a
representation of a strong, determined Latina woman.” Well, I'm going to sleep now.
I'll call you some time this week.

Lots of Hugs and Kisses,
Your daughter: Hana
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Zurima lived in Caracas, Venezuela, ru-
ral Maine, and Granada, Spain before
moving to Jamaica Plain. While attend-
ing Madison Park Technical and Voca-
tional High School, she was an accom-
plished trumpet and percussion player.
She currently attends UMASS-Ambherst.
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The New Girl

by Zurima Cisneros

I have always resisted the pressure to conform. Traveling and changing my address
have occurred so often in my life that the “new girl” has become my permanent name
in school, as well as part of the reason for my stance of independence. Throughout the
years I have picked up a variety of skills and knowledge from all the places I have
lived. Even so, I have been able to be my own person.

First, T arrived in a rural town in Maine. I had come from the sprawling city of Caracas,
Venezuela, and it was difficult adjusting to the new environment. My first challenge
was learning English. At seven, learning a new language became my new game for
communicating with children in my elementary school. Later, aware that I was a member
of the only Latin American family there, I grew very determined to build my self-pride
and strengthen my self-esteem. I began by offering a bit of cultural education to
those who didn't understand my ways. In fact, several times I recruited my family
into classroom activities where we taught music, dance, language, and the history of
Venezuela to my classmates. This helped me maintain my stability in the face of racial
and cultural bias.

A few years later, my mother informed us that we would be joining her in Granada,
Spain, so she could obtain her college degree. There, I was not easily welcomed to my
school. Instead, as a teenage and foreigner, I was judged by my physical appearance.
In my classmates’ eyes, they had the impression that I was conceited and completely
Americanized. But when the Spanish students got to know me, they realized I was not
materialistic or self-centered. In time, my friends became accepting towards me despite
our differences.

My next challenge was entering Madison Park High in Boston as a junior. In this inner-
city high school, I stood out because of my mature self-confident nature. At Madison
Park, I had to choose a particular vocation, for which I chose music, and the trumpet
was my instrument of choice. Iimmediately joined the after-school Percussion Ensemble
and the Jazz Band.

It was extremely difficult for me to get involved in a jazz group that was made up of all
male musicians. As a female “solo” trumpet player, I felt a wave of bias and cynicism
every time we got together to practice. Whenever I was “up” for a solo, I felt unwanted
by my fellow band members’ subtle, unwelcoming gestures. Iassume that it was because
I was a young woman invading their established male jazz clique. It wasn't long,
though, before they began to appreciate and acknowledge me as a “fellow” musician.
Now, through their support, I feel their friendship and solidarity.

Not many young women of my age have gone though these challenges and struggles.
Some may have decided to conform to the expectations of their peers, instead of
standing up for themselves. I prefer to be myself and stand up for what I believe in,
using my inner-strength and cultural sensibility.
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Ary Depina-Mendes is a leader,
determined to set a good example for
his peers and driven to earn a
Bachelor’s Degree. He lives with his
mother, stepfather, two sisters and a
brother in Dorchester. He is the oldest
child and the first in his family to go
to college.

Ary attends the Boston Community
Leadership Academy, where he has
been very active. He was in the honor
society since ninth grade, served as
Vice President of his Senior Class, and
participated on the Leadership Team
since 11th grade.

Ary sent applications to Boston
College, Boston University, Suffolk
University, Northeastern University,
UMass-Amherst, UMass-Lowell, Tufts
University and Wentworth Institute of
Technology. He will attend Boston
College in September 2005.
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Peise di Aportunidad

by Ary Depina Mendes

I lived in Sao Vicente, an island in Cape Verde, until I was nine years old. Every
morning I woke up and went to the beach across the street from our house. My friends
and I spent our entire mornings surfing until noon, when we had to go to school. I
went to school, sometimes without a shirt or shoes on, right after dropping my board
off at home. Life in Cape Verde was great, which is why I didn't understand why my
mother decided to move us to America. She told me that one day I would understand
why she had to make such a difficult decision to move 3,000 miles away from the place
I loved.

I still remember the day we left like it was yesterday. I didn't sleep well the night
before, and in the morning I woke up and went surfing for the last time. My friends
didn’t talk about it much. It wasn’t in our nature to say “goodbye” and the resulting
silence was unbearable. I left the beach at noon, but that day I didn't go to school. I
had my last Cape Verdean meal. I ate with tears running down my cheeks as I sat
under the coconut tree in front of my house. Later that day I was on a plane destined
for America.

In Boston, I met my grandmother and she told me something that I will never forget,
“dja bo chiga na American, Peise di aportunidad,” which means, “welcome to America,
the land of opportunity.” My first year of school in America was horrible; wherever
I went I was not liked. I guess it was because I looked different. I was skinny, wore
enormous bifocals, and had the biggest ears on the planet. Kids made fun of me and
beat me up so much I almost gave up on school. All I wanted to do was be on a beach
surfing with my friends.

As I got older, I started playing football, dropped the glasses and grew into my giant
ears. People started to like me more. I started doing better in school. I found out
that I had a great deal of interest in electronics and I wasn’t bad with a computer. I
began to love school; there were days I couldn’t wait to go to my classes. When I was
in the tenth grade I joined the honor society and the leadership team. I really loved
to push myself.

It was then that I finally realized why my mother made the decision to come here. She
didnit do it for herself, or because she wanted to ruin my life, or even because she
missed her mother. She did it for me and my sister. She did it because she wanted a
better life for me. If I was still in Cape Verde things would be different. I wouldn't have
finished school and would probably just spend my days surfing. I know that I am
going to make something of myself here. Now, I thank my mother everyday for giving
me a chance in “Peise di aportunidad,” the land of opportunity.
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How You Can 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 have the support of a Bottom Line counselor throughout the
college admission process. Unfortunately, the reality of the overall Boston situation is
more daunting:

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

e  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 Lineis 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 the
graduate.

For the last eight 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.

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 3
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.
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