


Contents

Finding paths to personal achievement
Change the World by Shanika Bridges-King
Inspiration by Keon Brown

“The Smart One” by Jenny Guerrier
Everybody for Yourselves by Teta Fofana
Becoming a Role Model by Jerrica Pompillous
Finding My Way by Ibrahim Khonteh

My Mother’s Struggle by Sonia Alves

The Long Trip to America by Christina Biayemi
A Lifelong Marathon by Ricky Whigham

My Island by Jason Miller

Learning from My Brother by Kayla Cuddy

A New Beginning by Amelia Lopez

How you can help

0 Bottom Line

10

11

12

13

14

15



0 Bottom Line

Finding Paths to Personal
Achievement

The essays in this book were written by high school seniors from the class of 2006
in Bottom Line’s 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 “get in” 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.



Shanika is the Class President
of her senior class at English
High School. She is also a
member of the Basketball and
Track teams.

She sent her essay to only one
school, Bryn Mawr College.
She was accepted and received
a full tuition scholarship as
part of the Posse Foundation.
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Change the World

by Shanika Bridges-King

“Cambia el mundo! Change the world!” I exclaimed, as I stood in front of the senior
class, asking them for their vote for president. At that moment I felt doubtful, like I
was in a dark closet, claustrophobic and lost. Who am I to ask them to elect me as
their president?

I grew up in the Bromley Heath Street Housing Projects of Boston. Growing up the
fourth of seven children, in a family led by two strung out parents, I saw it all.
Mainly destruction and depression. I saw lives broken down, instead of built up.
Crime, police, drug dealers and despair surrounded me. My mother and father were
addicted to crack, which I did not realize until I was taken from my mother’s
custody and placed into a foster home with the rest of my siblings when I was six.

Watching kids my age run from the police, witnessing my older sister struggle to
handle her responsibilities as a single parent, and seeing my parents struggle to get
their lives together, turned me into a fierce person. I did not want to follow in the
footsteps of my family or friends, I wanted more. I decided to be better, stronger
than those around me. Dealing with the negative news on TV about the projects, I
created my own way to cope both with the project life and society’s stereotypical
view of it, through isolation. Isolating myself from my family and friends, and
keeping myself occupied with sports and school were the secret techniques that
guided me through my academic success.

At the age of twelve I began to consciously segregate myself from the world of my
family and the neighborhood. I began to participate in after school clubs and sports
programs. While in middle school I joined the basketball team, the soccer team, and
the track team. With every season came a sport. I continued to do the same in high
school too. I did everything to stay away from home, the place where I could not
afford to be involved. When I went home at night there would be nothing for me to
do but to eat, take a shower, do my homework, and go to sleep. In the morning I
would leave my home as quickly as possible.

Because of my positive attitude and my determination to be different, I have
excelled academically. Two weeks before my eighth grade graduation from the Phillis
Wheatley Middle School, I learned I was valedictorian, and soon I had to set more
goals for myself so I could continue to succeed. Forming relationships with other
motivated students and seeking support from concerned adults led me to great
academic success in high school too; I currently have the highest rank among the
senior class with a 4.55 G.P.A at English High. Overcoming the difficulties that came
with being different from those around me, I am committed to achieve all of my
goals. I have three younger siblings watching me and I strive to be a good role model
for them.

Determined to be the best that I can be, I feel powerful. I know that I can defeat the
many obstacles that society will put in front of me. I will not allow, “I can’t” to be a
part of my vocabulary. This is my life and I'm serious about it. Fierce determination,
relentless will, purposeful isolation, with remarkable results. This is my story.



Keon is a senior at the
Madison Park Vocational High
School in Roxbury. He is a
member of his school’s
National Honor Society and
the soccer team. Immigrat-
ing from Trinidad in 2004,
Keon has lived in Boston for
the last two years. He will be
the first person in his family
to attend college.

Keon applied to 10 schools
which includes his top
choice, Bentley College,
Boston University, Harvard
University, the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst
Salem State College,
Northeastern University and
Johnson and Wales Univer-
sity.
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Inspiration

by Keon Brown

I can clearly remember the sound of the ambulance as it came closer and closer to
our house, the yellow and red lights reflecting through the window and the weird
feeling I got in my stomach when they took her away. It was on that day, December,
27% of 1997, that my mother passed away. It was on that day that I realized how
much of an impact she had on my life. My mother did many things that influenced
me to be who I am and do what I want to do. She inspired me to provide a better
life for myself and others.

My mother was responsible for raising four kids and although it was difficult for
her, she did it anyway. For as long as I could remember her being alive she always
talked about taking her education higher than the high school level, although she
knew it wasn't possible because of several reasons. With children being one of those
reasons my mother could have given up on me and my siblings, but she didn't
because we were her responsibility. After that December day, I realized that I had
the opportunity that my mother didnit have and it was my responsibility to get an
education and become successful.

When I started high school in Trinidad, my mind was focused on everything else but
my academic studies. I was distracted by all the things that appear in a teenager’s
life and my GPA suffered from this. After it was decided that I was coming to
America to live with my father, I thought of the opportunity I would have and what
my mother would want me to do with my second chance. She would want me to
take full advantage of it.

When I entered Madison Park High School as a freshman, I knew that I was behind but
I didn't let that stop me. I went the extra mile in making sure that I did my best to
improve my grades. I tried my best in all my classes and when I didn't understand
something, I found help from someone. I participated in after school activities in order
to keep a positive mind. My hard work showed results all throughout high school.
Making the Honor Roll several times and being initiated into the National Honor Society
are two of the biggest highlights of my high school career. Currently, I have one of the
highest GPAs in my school and I'm in the top five to graduate in the class of 2006.

I'm determined to be successful in life. Whether I'm playing with my soccer team,
working on my academic studies, or in any of the other activities that take place in
my life, I intend to do my best and succeed. I do not intend to depend on someone
else to succeed for me. I will take responsibility for my own actions and I will not
settle for anything less than my best. These aspirations that I have, I owe all to my
mother, Karen Brown.



Jenny is a senior at English
High School where she is a
member of the National
Honor Society. Jenny has also
played basketball and soccer,
competed on the double
dutch team and been part of
English Highis Social Justice
Team. Among many jobs,
Jenny has worked as a
reporter for the Jamaica Plain
Gazette.

She is applying to
Bridgewater State College,
Simmons College, UMass
Boston, UMass Dartmouth,
Regis College, Delaware State,
Johnson C. Smith University,
NC State University and Fisher
College.
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“The Smart One”’

by Jenny Guerrier

My father died when I was five. My mother, who struggled to raise two boys and
three girls, was relieved by my father's death because of his abusiveness. She
favored my sisters while my brothers were a lost cause. I remember one day when I
was in middle school, my brother got into a fight, shot and killed a boy. In my
current events class we each had an article of the story and talked about it as a
group. I was so embarrassed. Everyone knew my brother and what he had done.
Negative experiences have surrounded me my whole life, but I've used the
experiences to make me more determined to succeed.

I am the youngest child of six, I was known as “the dummy” of the family. Nothing I
did was ever good enough. Growing up I didnit apply myself because I believed that
I was a dummy. My brothers’ reputation didnit help the way people felt about me in
school either. Everyone was afraid of them because they robbed and shot people.
My neighborhood knew about their history and feared them. My family had to deal
with the consequences. One time a rival gang shot two bullets through our wooden
door. I thought we were having an earthquake. These incidents caused me to be
angry and take it out on my classmates. I quickly developed a bad reputation of my
own. I made poor grades and often got into fights. I slowly realized that this was
not the way to deal with my problems.

I wanted to be known as someone positive. I knew that if I ever wanted to be
successful I would have to change my behavior and block out everything my family
would say. I started high school with the intention of being a new person. I knew it
was my chance to start over. When I earned passing grades I was proud of myself. I
finally knew what it felt like to be successful. I changed because I wanted to be
somebody and go somewhere in life. I began to challenge myself and became known
as “the smart one” in the family.

I know that I am different from my brothers and other neighborhood kids. We all
had a rough life but I chose to make the best out of a bad situation. I don’t want
anyone feeling bad for me because everyone has had some type of family problems.
I want to show people that even though I've experienced terrible things, I can still
be successful. I am determined to set a new path for people who think there is no
hope. Many people in my life have doubted my academic skills and my ability to
succeed. Despite their assumptions, I know I have the knowledge and strength to
become successful. I will be the first in my family to go to college and will show
everyone who has ever doubted me that I can accomplish anything.



Ricky is a senior at
Charlestown High School. He
aspires to have a career in the
music industry, having been
dabbling as a rap artist for
the last few years. After
struggling with focus earlier
in high school, he has turned
his attention to college.

He has applied to eight
schools, including, Salem
State College, University of
Massachusetts at Dartmouth,
Johnson and Wales, and
University of Massachusetts

at Boston.
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A Lifelong Marathon

by Ricky Whigham

In life, many people make mistakes before they come to realize the mistake is not
the problem. The problem starts when you stay stuck in the past. “If you kill time
you murder success.” Who would ever think this would happen to me? This is what
was going through my head when I saw my report card after my 10th grade year.

I watched the clock anxiously waiting for it to hit 11:30, so I could hit the back
door where all of the other cool kids were. Who cares about Ms. Taggart our math
teacher, or Mrs. Kayler our English teacher? That was the last thing on the cool
kids’ mind. Outside the back door awaited the corner store down the street, where
we created jokes about the five students who refused to leave with us. The strong
scent of smoke from Paul’s coat would show the “want to be down” girls that we
were the tough guys, as well as showing older drop outs to respect us because we
were like them. One lick to make sure my hundred dollar sneakers were well
noticed, and two brushes to make sure my brand new hat stood far out. On the train
it was a totally different scene, there were many young people just like us, who had
left school. It felt like a utopia, things were how we liked them; we were in our own
little world.

However, I began to realize how stupid I was for thinking like that. As I looked at
my transcript from that year, I was filled with guilt and thought, “I'm better than
this, I'm better than this.” Now hours pass after school lets out, and it would be
just me and my English teacher, trying to fix what I had once broken. I was trying
to make a change that many of my friends never gave themselves the opportunity to
make. Now my brain floods with every reason why I should be educated. I
understand that education is the key to open doors in my life. I understand that
education is the only way I can give back knowledge to the students who may be
suffering through the same misery I did when I saw my high school transcript. If I
educate myself I will reach my goals, and also create a pathway by example. I will
help people realize the value of education for a young black man.

My thoughts are now focused on running towards the future, and having no
sympathy for the past. It almost feels like a marathon that I started off in the back,
but will do whatever it takes to finish in the front.
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Jason Miller has kept himself
busy during his four years at
the Hyde Park Educational
Complex. He is in the
Engineering Club, Indoor and
Outdoor Track and Field, the
Student Empowerment
Council, the Boston Student
Advisory Committee, Gear Up,
and A+ Academy. He also
works part-time at the Dedham
Showcase Cinema.

Jason plans to major in
Engineering and his list of
schools includes Northeastern
University, Merrimack College,
University of Massachusetts at
Dartmouth, and Worcester
Polytechnic Institute.
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My Island

by Jason Miller

The palm trees swayed back and forth into the wind with perfect harmony, it was as
if they were dancing to the rhythm of the reggae that filled the air with joy. As I
gazed out from the white and sandy beach, I thought of my island, which gave me a
sense of belonging. I peered through the corner of my eyes in total confusion, at
the man with dreadlocks standing next to me. This man was a total stranger to me,
but he was also my father. Although that day my father promised me a better
future, now looking back at my life I can see he did not give it to me, but I gained
it myself.

Upon leaving Jamaica, the excitement permeated through my body. I was given an
opportunity for a better future with a father figure that I always wanted. At the age
of thirteen, I came to live with my estranged father in the United States. Although
it was a difficult transition, I knew that it was a necessary one. I was determined to
acquire a better education and to be given a chance for a successful future. Shortly
after moving to the United States, I realized that the future I wanted for myself was
in my own hands. My father was not a perfect role model, which gave me the
incentive to rise above his ways of life. Throughout the past four years, my father
had not attended any open house meetings or shown interest in my schoolwork or
in the grades I received in school. He left me for weeks without informing me of his
whereabouts. I received little financial support from my father; however, these
things did not discourage me, because I knew the key to success depended on me.

I learned quickly to become more responsible. First, I found a job at a Cinema to
support myself. This experience has opened a new world of interaction and it has
taught me to appreciate people for who they are. Working in the concession stand,
it is essential to be polite and greet every customer. In addition, it has helped me
to overcome my shyness and to be more out-going. Academically, I have worked
hard to maintain good grades. I took challenging courses so that I would be
prepared for college life and I participated in a lot of after school activities.

Many children grow up with dreams of replicating their parents’ successes. I learned
who I wanted to be by watching my father struggle and squander the potential of a
new life in the United States. My fathers lack of financial support and interest in
my academic work has prompted me to take charge of my life. Even though
sometimes I wish that I could lay back and watch the tides of the ocean rush to
shore, coming to the United States, getting a job and being responsible for my
academic work has helped me to become a more independent person.
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Kayla is an amazingly
active teenager, involved
in many after-school
activities. She plays
soccer and softball and
is an instructor at Blue
Hills Ski Area.

This essay was sent to
some top schools across
the United States,
including Northwestern,
UPenn, Harvard,
Georgetown and
Syracuse. Kayla is near
the top of her class at
Boston Latin School.
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Learning from My Brother

by Kayla Cuddy

“Yeah, touch me again, and Iill punch you in the face!” I watched from the sidelines
as my brother lay on the hard football field, staring up at the boy who had just
viciously kicked him to the ground. He struggled to hold back the tears that were
starting to build up in his eyes, but they began to stream down his tanned, dirt-
stained cheeks anyway. It was taking all of the self-control that I possessed not to
run across the field and tackle the bully to the ground, because I could see how
much pain Phillip was in; teammates were supposed to have camaraderie, not hatred
towards one another. I walked rapidly over to my brother and asked if he was
okay. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the bully staring at us, and I was
filled with anger because of his ignorance as he trotted back over to the huddle in
the middle of the field.

Phillip was born on July 7, 1997, and like most nine-year olds who already had two
sisters, I was not thrilled about having another sibling, especially a brother. But, I
would soon regret having ever felt such indifference. As a young baby, Phillip slept
through all kinds of loud noises, such as my sister’s loud radio or a passing fire
truck, so my mother took him to the pediatrician. After multiple tests, they
determined that Phillip was deaf. To break the news to my sisters and I, my parents
took us to a local restaurant, where, after learning this fact, I screamed as loud as I
could across the table to ask Phillip if he wanted a hot-dog. It saddened me that
Phillip would never be able to hear the rustling of the leaves or the birds chirping.

I consider myself an independent person and have never let people influence me
easily, but I must admit that Phillip has had a major impact on me. Signing in public
has often attracted attention. Sometimes it is good attention; people think it is
wonderful that I know sign language, yet other times people stare and give dirty
looks. Because of this, I have learned to ignore the evil stares and rude comments
about the way Phillip talks or how loud he can be. He has made me a stronger
person and taught me not to care about what others say. I know Phillip sees the
stares, but he does not pay any attention to the ignorance. I have learned to ignore
the negative and focus on the positive in life.

Since Phillip can be hyper and unruly, as he also suffers from Attention Deficit
Disorder (ADD), I have acquired a great deal of patience. I would never have
considered myself a patient person before Phillip was born. Having to deal with him
on a day to day basis has made me take on more responsibility and learn how to put
myself in someone else’s shoes. I had no idea that Phillip could teach me so much,
more than any textbook ever could, and I am extremely lucky to have him in my
life.
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Amelia, a senior at English
High School, is an active
student who has participated
in Teen Empowerment,
Comprehensive Teen
Pregnancy Program and Voice
Magazine.

She has applied to Simmons
College, Boston College,
Northeastern University,
UMass Boston, Curry College,
Regis College, and
Massachusetts College of
Pharmacy. She hopes to
major in Nursing and her top
choices are Northeastern and
Regis. Even with the birth of
her son at the age of
fourteen, Amelia has been
able to manage the
responsibilities of
motherhood and an active
high school student.
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A New Beginning

by Amelia Lopez

My alarm woke me up when it was still dark outside; I heard the traffic starting on
the overpass outside of my window. I started to get dressed in a bathroom shared
by nine other girls. My room was the size of a walk-in closet - I shared with my
four-year-old son. I walked out of the door of the shelter, ready to start my
journey to my summer internship at the Boston Herald.

As soon as I walked in, the teen reporter, also known as my supervisor, says, “Amy,
your first story deadline is two weeks from today.” She wanted me to write about

how being a teen mother affects me. As I sit at the computer writing the first draft,
I am forced to visit the agonizing past once again...

At age fourteen, I became a mother, wife, and student. My day consisted of cooking,
cleaning, laundry, school, homework, and the exhausting full time job of parenting.
I became a robot to reality. The last thing on my mind was taking care of me-there
were just not enough hours in the day. Starting high school with nearly a two year
old son definitely separates you from your peers. There was that noticeable
difference because of my eagerness to succeed and inevitable motivation to prove
myself. Living the life of an adult so young takes away your childhood completely.
At that time, I thought I was better than all of those other teen moms. I wasnit on
assistance, so that was enough for me to believe I was not the statistical teen mom
dependent on benefits. The financial support and shelter came from my son’s father.

In my sophomore year of high school, our relationship started to fall apart. The
verbal and emotional abuse started to brainwash me into thinking that I wasn't good
enough for him or anyone else. For another year, I let him control my life with
threats. School provided me with that appreciation that was lacking at home.
School had become my haven. I realized that I started to excel in my work. My
son’s father and my teachers provided that schizophrenic balance of compliments
and put-downs. My confusion overwhelmed me.

The day that I comprehended that I deserved better is the day that he crossed the
line and physically harmed me in front of my son. Many times after that day, I
thought about how all the decisions that I thought were absolutely right for my life
ironically turned out to be wrong. I finally saw the light and decided to leave after
the day he hit me; I was not going to let my son grow up to think that was okay to
do. I took everything I could and moved into a shelter. It was there that I began to
understand the importance of support. I didn’t really understand it all until I was
in a time of need. I had help getting housing, counseling, and financial support.

About a month later, my article was published in the Boston Herald. It was
accompanied by a big picture of my son and me. In that picture, I was on my way
home, not to an unsafe situation, not to a shelter, but to my own apartment that I
was able to obtain through my determination. I can now sit on my own couch and
think about what has come out of my entire experience. My son often asks about
the day that changed our lives, the day I had enough of his father’s abuse. Now that
we no longer live under that dark cloud, I can tell him that we are safe. We can
start our own beginning.
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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:

¢ There are 3,500 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 help them gain access to college and maintain a constant presence in their lives
until they graduate.

For the last nine 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 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.
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