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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 class of 2007
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 in 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 from all over
the city 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.



Zhong is a senior at
Charlestown High School.
Although he moved from
China only three years ago,
he has excelled in academics
at Charlestown and is an avid
member of the school’s U.S.
FIRST Robotics Team. He is
passionate about engineering
and builds prototypes for
catapults and other
inventions in his free time.
In addition to his engineering
projects, Zhong is also an
accomplished photographer
and has had his work featured
in the Zeitgeist Gallery.

Zhong plans on majoring in
Mechanical Engineering and
his top choices for schools
are Princeton, Yale, Cornell,
Tufts, MIT, Brown, Carnegie
Mellon, and Boston
University.
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I Need No Sympathy

by Zhong Gao

My dear mother was staggering sideways, miserably away from me. The dim light
above the hallway cast an unclear and stretched shadow on the floor and up to my
feet. It was November. A working heating system is desperately needed for the snowy
winter in Boston, yet my family still has not turned it on. We have been deeply in
debt. In fact, I guessed that my mother would not use it this winter. Heating
consumed a considerable portion of our meager income last year. I remember I wore a
scarf and jacket, a pair of thick jeans and sneakers at home one day when my mother
came back from work.

“Why are you wearing a jacket and sneakers indoors? At home you should always
feel...” Warm? Was that the word she intended to say but couldn’t? We both knew,
but dared not to say. It would hurt both of us.

Speechlessly, she handed me a bag of food she bought in the supermarket and headed
to her room alone. My dear mother was smaller than she used to be in China, yet her
shadow was innocently and cruelly stretched in so large a scale that it extended to
the very tips of my feet. The whole narrow and dim hallway was densely packed
with immeasurable sadness, of both my mother’s and mine. Same as her, my shadow
seemed hunched up.

Suddenly, I was ashamed of my ridiculous garments. I quietly walked into her room
and consoled her. She did not cry as she did a few times in the past, but she was
pained and stressed under an immense pressure.

I gave her a few minutes to relax and then stepped back to my tiny bedroom. I was
all choked up. Poverty had never challenged me so mercilessly and defiantly. But I
resisted it by turning my palms into fists. My muscles were hardened; so was my
will. Nothing would ever be able to harm my mother and distort my will! Everything
that had happened etched my mother’s distressed image and the shadow of sadness
deeply onto my memory. This image motivated me to be iron-willed. Yes, it was
bitterly cold in the house, but because of it, I would work ten times harder on
anything than I did before! I defied both the bitter coldness in the house and all the
other possible difficulties that lay in my future. I powerfully desired to relieve the
agony my mother had suffered for years of overworking so much but still not able to
afford such a life necessity. I saw hope for both my mother and myself from the
promise of my hard work, which I had both in and out of school.

Outside, the wind was blowing harder and temperatures were dropping day after day.
December was approaching followed by months of frost. I wished my mother would
be blessed with warmth! Save your blessings for her, because I need no sympathy.



Sarah is a senior at John D.
0’'Bryant High School she
would like to attend Boston
University. She has also
applied to Brown University,
Simmons College, Wellesley
College, Northeastern
University, UMass Amherst,
University of Connecticut,
Vassar College.

Sarah plans to pursue a career
in Special Education in order
to help children with mental
disabilities gain access to
education.
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Finding My Goal in Life

by Sarah Princiotta

It started when I was three years old. My mother was sprawled out on her bed,
crying her eyes out. Earlier that day my two year old brother John had been
diagnosed with autism. I, being the typical adorable toddler, walked in and asked
her, “Mommy, what's wrong?” “Nothing!” she replied. I held up a balled fist, and
mimicking what she always said to me when I cried about “nothing,” asked her
“Well, do you want something to cry about?” She laughed as though it were the
funniest thing in the world.

In the years after that, life was extremely difficult. When I was 7, my father died,
leaving my mother to raise two young children alone on a low income. She had to
balance rent, bills, and work all at once by herself. All of these challenges made my
brotheris situation even more difficult. Growing up, I was embarrassed of him,
especially when he threw fits. He would scream and yell and attack me and my
mother. I would often walk behind him and my mother in public, hoping no one
would know I was with them. People would usually stare at John or say ignorant
comments, and I would back off, ashamed, as my mother defended him. I wouldn’t
regret my actions until later on in life.

The day I began regretting my actions was the morning John and my mother went
off to the store while I stayed home. That was the day he threw one of the biggest
fits of his life. My mother tried desperately to get out of the store as quickly as
possible. She asked a nearby manager if there was a closer exit to them. He simply
looked at her, smiled/smirked, and said “No.” As my mother told me what happened,
I stood there, shocked, angry, and horrified. I watched her take half a valium and
grab a cigarette to calm her shaking body and thought, “I am going to kill my
brother and the guy at Target.” I eventually left the room to go sit alone in the
living room and cry. As I sat there on my plum colored couch staring at the blank
TV, silently crying, I realized that I had to do something.

At that moment, I decided to pursue Special Education in college. I used to be
embarrassed of John, but now I realize that people are ignorant, and there is no
reason to be ashamed of him. It makes me angry to see people laugh and joke at him
like mental disabilities are a comedic thing. I need to make people more aware of the
mentally disabled and how they should react and respond to them. I realized that I
wanted to help my brother and others like him learn to control their behavior. My
goal in life is to help create a better life for children with mental disabilities, and
change the view of those who ridicule them.



Charmaine, a senior at John
D. 0’Bryant High School has
been very involved in and out
of school. Charmaine is a
member of the National
Honor Society and is a varsity
cheerleader at 0'Bryant. She
has worked as a daycare
provider at South End House
Daycare Center and has
volunteered her time with the
Arts in the Park and the
Boston Medical Center Gala.

She has applied to Boston
College, UMass Amherst,
Smith College, University of
Rhode Island, Spelman
College, University of
Connecticut, Brandeis
University, Bridgewater State,
Regis College, and Quinnipiac
University.
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The Ticket

by Charmaine Rivera

“I'm fine, don't worry about it. Go to school.” That was the last thing my mother
told me before I left. Little did I know that the reason she fell off the couch was
because she had a stroke.

All my life I've had to deal with my mother’s sickness, in addition to that I had to
deal with my mother not being financially stable, which was always a tough task,
especially at a young age. When I was in the sixth grade my mother was diagnosed
with fibromyalgia, which is a disease that causes pain in your muscles, fatigue and
chronic headaches. She would stay in bed in pain all day and I would attend to her.
Sometimes I would stay home from school so she wouldn’t be home alone
throughout the day. I didn'’t like to see my mother suffer and I always wanted to
help her, but what was an eleven year old supposed to do? All I could do was go to
school and work hard to maintain good grades. My mother always pushed me to do
well and told me to strive to be the best, even to this day I follow her advice
because in the long run I know it will pay off. Even though I had difficult obstacles
to overcome, I still always had school that would help me get away from the stress.

I remember the day DSS came to my school with my brother and sister and told me,
“you won't be seeing your mother for a while.” I was in eighth grade and didn't
know what was going on. The next thing I knew I was living with my brother, sister,
and two nieces in a small two bedroom apartment. About six months later my mom
came back. The house was very cramped. There were two twin-sized beds in the
room my two nieces, my mother and I shared. I slept by myself and my nieces and
my mother slept together on the other bed. My brother slept on the couch and my
sister had her own room.

As T grew older, I realized that maybe if my brother or sister had a college degree
we wouldn't have had to live like that. My family couldn’t control the fact that my
mother was sick, but we could have controlled our financial situation. If they made
more money we would have been able to afford a bigger apartment, food and
clothes.

To me education is the key to a successful future. It guarantees that I will never
have to live like that again. I don't want to have to struggle to pay bills or put
clothes on my children. My family is my motivation to go to school. I've seen what
they have to go through every day and I don't want that for myself. I want to look
back and be proud of my accomplishments and what I've become in spite of the
obstacles I have faced. Education is my ticket to a better life.



Haja, a senior at English high
school is active on the track
team and also plays
volleyball. When she comes
to Bottom Line it is hard
sometimes to keep her
focused on her own
applications because she is
always willing to lend a
helping hand. Often she puts
her own work aside to help
one of her friends.

Haja plans to major in Pre-
Med studies at college. She
applied to schools including
Northeastern University,
Lesley College, Fordham
University and Smith College.
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My Journey

by Haja Fofana

Gunshots rang out. I ran to my grandfather for protection. At the age of six, the
only thing I could ask myself was, what is going on, is it the end of the world
already? One morning the rebels took over Kono causing massive destruction of life
and property. The only safe place was under my grandparents’ bed. My grandfather
gathered everyone in the house and told us to get ready to flee Kono.

Soon I was walking through the forest, the only things I saw were tall, endless
trees. The forest smelled of dead people, and rotten fruit. I saw the dead body of a
man whose stomach was so swollen, it threatened to blow up at any moment. My
grandfather covered my eyes. Lost, I asked my grandfather, “Where are we going?”
He said, “To the end of the forest, my child”.

When I was tired of walking, my grandfather would carry me on his back. At that
time all I was thinking to myself was how strong he was. We walked for days only
stopping if we found a place to spend the night. The only foods available were fruits
from the trees we passed, fruit that we had never seen or heard about. I drank any
water, dirty or clean as long as it sustained my life. I got sick with malaria, a
reaction to the mosquito bites, and the dirty water I drank on our journey. There
were no doctors or hospitals to cure my illness. After we took a bus to Freetown, I
was rushed to the hospital in critical condition.

After I got better, a couple of years after the war in Kono, another nightmare began.
The rebels took over the city one morning. There was no way to escape this time;
the rebels surrounded us. They were taking lives, destroying property, stealing
money and they mutilated bodies, cutting hands, legs and babies out of their
mothers wombs.

As days passed, the tension increased. Flames from the burning houses rose in the
air. I always thought that my house might be next. After crying day and night for a
better situation, my tears were dried. The Nigerian soldiers rescued my family and
me. Excitement filled my senses as I realized all my family members had survived
with me.

After the war, my family went to Guinea. From Guinea my grandmother, my two
cousins and I came to the United States. Even though I was relieved to get away
from all the troubles of my homeland, I was saddened by the thought of leaving
some of my family members behind, including my grandfather, who died five months
after my arrival to the U.S.

Experiencing war has made me strong. It has made me realize how lucky I was to
escape. People died in front of my eyes, and children massacred without the chance
to live. I am now a mature intellectual individual, capable of overcoming any
obstacles in my way. I am on my way to finish the journey, which I started in Sierra
Leone.
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Gladys attends Boston Latin
Academy. She is involved in
many activities, including the
Balfour Academy at
Northeastern, Step Club, BLA
Classics Club, and more. She
is an intern in the lab at
Brigham and Womenis
Hospital, a job that has
inspired her to pursue a
career in the health field.

Her top choice for college is
Brown, but she also applied
to Boston University, Tufts,
Smith, UMass Amherst,
Northeastern, Mass College of
Pharmacy, and UPenn.
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The Seed in Rocky Soil

by Gladys Fashote

In order for a seed to grow there are several items that are necessary for its
nourishment and survival. A seed gets its strength and stability from its foundation
or the soil. A seed is able to grow because it is constantly given water and is
fertilized. A seed flourishes with exposure to sunshine. My name is Gladys Fashote
and I write this essay from the perspective of a once planted seed that has matured
into a blossoming tree.

There are various types of soil; some are more suitable for a seed’s development and
germination. I am the seed that fell into rocky soil. The soil represents my
background. The rocks represent the context which I have struggled to grow up. I
am a child of a single mother, raised in Boston's inner city, and I come from a low
income family. At first thought, some might perceive my soil to be unfertilized.
Some might conclude that my foundation lacks the building blocks to allow me to
grow. Some may even look at the sprouting tree penetrating the rocky soil and
think, “poor tree, it can’t survive under those conditions.” Yet, the rocks in my
background actually have helped me to blossom into the tree I am today. Who
would think that a seed could grow and thrive in rocky soil? Well allow me to
explain how that is possible. In my case it is a combination of two things: water and
sunlight.

My mother represents the water. Her hard work and perseverance as a single parent
provide me with the nutrients that motivate me to work hard at everything I do. She
has the education of a high school student yet her life experience has made her wise
beyond her years. My mother keeps my soil moist by properly watering it

everyday, with love and encouragement. She has taught me how a strong work ethic
and determination can help me become an exceptional student. My mother ensures
that my soil is never dry and I am never thirsty.

My sunlight comes from my summer program called Balfour Academy. I have been
dedicated to this program for five years and I have transformed from an ordinary
seed to a radiant young tree because of the constant motivation provided to me by
this program. I entered this program in the eighth grade, and since then I have spent
my summers taking college preparatory courses at Northeastern University. Balfour
Academy has taught me to always grow in the direction of the sunlight.

My rocky soil, water source, and sunlight are all factors that have molded me as an
individual. I have been taught how determination, faith, and perseverance with the
thirst for knowledge, can help me realize my dreams.

With a college education, I will have the discipline and confidence to stand as tall
and as firm as an oak tree in a world full of winds and challenging storms. Yes, I am
a seed that grew from rocky soil and from this I know that I can do anything I put
my heart and mind to, it simply takes believing. In the future, I am assured that
college will represent the fertilizer that continues to ensure the growth and success
of the seed known to the world as Gladys Fashote.
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Braulio is a senior at Boston
International High School.
Since he arrived from the
Dominican Republic three
years ago, Braulio has been a
very active member of his
school and community.
Among other community
service activities, he is part
of Team Honduras and will be
traveling to Honduras in the
spring to build a home for a
homeless family.

Braulio plans on studying
business at one of the ten
schools he applied to;
Northeastern University,
Salem State, Suffolk
University, Umass Amherst,
Umass Boston, Umass
Dartmouth, Brandeis
University, Saint Anselm
College and Regis College.
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Far From Land and Close to Heart

by Braulio Meran

The further away you are from someone, the more you miss them. My grandmother
and the love I have for her is like a roaring fire filled with wood, one of them will
not work without the other. She was like my father and mother together; I didnit
need anyone else except her. Her brown face, her long nose, her red lips, her short
hair and especially her light brown eyes are like the light to show me in the
darkness where to go.

Our love was indestructible even if people said bad things about her. We always
promised each other not to leave the other behind. We also promised to stay
together until one of us passed away. Also we always shared our secrets and helped
to solve each other’s problems. I remember how we sat in an old black chair in the
unstoppable heat of the Dominican Republic, sharing our secrets and problems. I
would sit between her legs, my body leaning on her as she touched my head, with
her fan cooling my body late at night until I would fall asleep. I could never
imagine how my life would be without her always being there for me.

Sometimes your world can change in a minute. The day my father told my
grandmother that I was going to leave her and break our promise of never separating
from each other, our life was absolutely destroyed. I remember she was mad, with
her red face, almost purple from crying. Her tears represented the way our life
would be going in different directions, keeping us further from each other than ever
before. After a few days, we realized that it was better for both of us to separate
because it would open up the opportunity for a better future for each of us.

The day I arrived in the United States of America I realized what my grandmother
meant to me. Days after I arrived in this country I learned that I really lost two
people in one. She was my grandmother and my protector because she took care of
me since the day I was born until I came to the U.S. She showed me how to live my
life in a way that I could be successful in the future. Also I lost my advisor, my
math teacher and my confidant. When I came to the U.S., I was thinking about my
grandmother and my family I left behind in Dominican Republic. Now I think about
how I felt abandoned when my mother left me and my sister to go to another
country. I learned that life is not always easy and that sometimes you have to make
difficult decisions. These decisions and changes I have made in life have made me a
stronger person today.

The distance between my country and the United States of America has not changed
the way my grandmother and I love each other. I call my grandmother almost
everyday. Now the telephone is like the black chair we sat on every night to talk
about our problems. With the privilege that this country offers me, I help her to
pay for medication and food because she is sick. She continues to help me with
advice that shows me how to follow the right road towards my future. I canit wait
for the day that we meet again to share with each other how our lives have changed
in the past few years. As I move into the next phase of my life, I know I can depend
on my grandmother for the strength and inspiration I need to succeed in the future.
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Eric is a senior at Boston
Latin School and has found
something to be passionate
about, music. It was the clear
choice for the topic of his
college essay. Although he
desires a career in the music
field, Eric understands the
importance of an education
and has decided to continue
with his education. He hopes
to major in Business
Management at college.

Eric applied to Bentley
College, Boston College,
Boston University,
Northeastern University,
Suffolk University, and
UMass Amherst.
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Music is Me

by Eric Lopez

My heart starts beating faster than the drums of my native Colombia. The anxiety is
ten times greater than what I felt when I boarded the plane to come back to this
country eight years ago. My head feels lighter than a single grain of sand. One
second later, all these emotions are gone. The music starts. My voice travels into
the microphone and thousands of hands wave side to side to the rhythm of my
music.

As soon as the music starts, the end approaches. Every second that passes is a
second less I have to enjoy being on stage. It is a second less of feeling like I am on
top of the world singing on a stage to people I have never seen before. A second less
of truly appreciating the euphoria, the rush, and the ecstasy of letting myself go
and displaying my passion to the world.

Every time I write a poem, lyrics for a song, or record music in my makeshift studio,
it feels like mental healing. Give me a pen and paper, just let the beat play, and that
is all the therapy I need to fix up my day. Every word that goes down on paper
represents an aspect of myself that otherwise would have never been heard by the
world. Every time I perform, any negative emotions I once had disappear and
nothing else matters besides pleasing the crowd in front of me with my best
performance.

No longer can I buy a CD and listen to it the way I used to. My brain transforms the
song and breaks it down into hi-hats, bass, drums, and snares. The sequence that
the producer used on the song becomes embedded in my head and beat boxing turns
into my way of emulating the beat. The lyrics that the artist delivers on the song
become more than just a sequence of words. Rhymes full of metaphors, similes, and
paradoxes challenge my way of thinking. My ears channel the lyrics into my brain.
The flow of words turns into stories of triumph and defeat; love and hatred; joy and
SOITOW.

No longer do I feel like time is ever wasted. Those rare moments where it seems I
have nothing to do, turn into the priceless time when creative juices start flowing
and writing lyrics becomes second nature. If a pen and paper is not at hand,
technology becomes my best friend. The voice recorder function that my cell phone
carries that always seemed useless, turns into my portable studio away from home.
If for some reason my cell phone battery is dead, my imagination is there to back
me up. Songs that once used to blast through my headphones suddenly seem to
play back inside my head. My surroundings become topics for future lyrics and I
find inspiration in what would seem to be the most insignificant object.

An infatuation with music would be an understatement. Music is no longer just

something to bob my head to. Music is no longer just something to dance to. Music
is not just feelings over a beat. Music is me.
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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 one third 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 help them gain access to college and maintain a constant presence in their lives
until they graduate.

For the last ten 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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