PSC-ED-OS

Moderator: Greg Darnieder

05-28-15/11:00 am CT

Confirmation # 3862351

Page 1

PSC-ED-OS
Moderator: Greg Darnieder
May 28, 2015
11:00 am CT

Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants will be in a listen-only mode until the question and answer session of today’s conference.


At that time to ask a question press Star 1 on your touch-tone phone and record your name at the prompt. This call is being recorded. If you have any objections you may disconnect at this time.


I would now like to turn the call over to your host Mr. Greg Darnieder. Sir, you may now begin.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks (Joseph) and good morning everyone. Good afternoon to a few of you, really appreciate you tuning into what is going to prove to be a fascinating insightful conversation with three and possibly a fourth young person who’s made this college access journey and is finishing or - up their studies in college at least the first phase of their studies.


But before I - you meet them and their wonderful leaders let me just do a couple announcements and reminders.

We had a fascinating conversation last week around what’s the - around a question that I raised in terms of the maximum amount of debt your organization or you personally talk about in terms of the limit with the young people that you’re counseling as they enter college? Is it $4000 year, $5000 a year and what is the total debt over their - the span of getting their bachelor’s degree?


So we had a number of people call in with different resources, fascinating conversation. And if you didn’t hear it I’d encourage you to go to the College Access Affinity Group site where you can listen to the conversation and such.

And it has inspired me to in the future raise questions that there might not be a clear answer to all of you and so if you have a suggestion around a question, a topic that you’d like to raise please send it to me.


Specifically next week’s call will be led by some folks from uAspire in Boston and a particular component of this transparency around college costs and how to talk to young people about their options and such.


So they’ve done some landmark work over the years around the financial aid award letter and standardization of such in the Boston area. And I know they’ve taken these conversations to other parts of the country where their work is taking place. So June 4 a week from today that will be the focus.

On June 16 we’re going to hear from leaders in the state of Delaware in terms of their statewide college and career access strategy.


And on June 25 which will be the last call before we break for the summer we’re going to have our second youth voice conversation with young people from the state of Arizona.


If you have suggestions for topics for me to consider for the fall first phase of next school year which will actually be the last year of that I’ll be able to do these calls from the department since we will be phased out as political appointees please send me those ideas or topics, people to present, researchers, practitioners -- whomever it might be.


I should say that as hopefully many of you picked up the first lady and many of her public speeches has talked about recently has talked about retired continuing after the current administration ends.


And so rest assured that Eric Waldo and (Stephanie Sproull) and myself who are helping to give focus and lead the retire initiative are in active conversations to continue this work and hopefully these calls might be part of that.


So let’s jump into today’s conversation. And first of all let me just introduced Tina Atkins and Joe Castillo who a year and a half ago they invited me down to the border of Texas and what I believe they call Region 1 and I believe runs for a couple hundred miles in terms of on the border in terms of one of Texas’s service areas.


But and I spent 2-1/2 days down there in fascinating conversations and tours of schools and interactions with gear up administrators and staff on the ground level and their strategies in such and just came away in awe of all of what Tina and Joe are leading throughout that region in partnership with the Region 1 and met the people, the young people who you are about to hear from in that visit and just again came away inspired.


As I think I mentioned in last week’s call part of the idea for getting Youth Voice which has certainly been there on my mind for some time was really, the impetus really got me going when I heard this segment on this American life in reflections that a young lady by the name of (Melanie) was making around her journey through high school and what opportunities came and didn’t come her way.


And she’s reflecting six years after high school graduation in terms of the messages that she felt she was sent directly by adults but also by society in general.


And so over the last few weeks I’ve been able to talk with (Maria), (Ernesto) and (Jocelyn) and we might be also joined by (Beatrice) in terms of their journeys and asked them to do some reflection with us.


And so if you have a burning desire to get into this conversation as (Joseph) the operator mentioned you can hit Star 1 and we will get you into the conversation.


But we’re basically going to break it down into three parts. Tina is going to give us an overview of the GEAR UP work. And then I’ve asked each of our guests to just give us a flavor of who they are.


I know you have a little description in front of you, but to take two or three minutes and kind of just talk about themselves, their journey, their families where they’re in school and such.


And then we’re going to circle back and I’m going to ask each of them to talk about a pivot point or two in that journey.


A pivot point could be a very positive thing that happened. It could be something that they were hoping inspiring would happen but didn’t and yet how they took that disappointment and spun it into an incredible set of next steps of determination to continue to seek out their goals and aspirations and such and what kept motivating them to do such.


So again if you feel that you want to jump into the conversation after we get it going just hit Star 1. But to kind of give us a broader background for this work, and let me introduce Tina Atkins who’s the - okay I’m not going to get your title right Tina but she’s the head guru here.


She’s the executive director. She’s the person who’s been leading this GEAR UP work for well over a dozen years down on the border. And again thanks for your leadership Tina. Let me turn it over to you to get us going today.

Tina Atkins:
Thank you Greg. I’m only going to take just a few moments to kind of give a little bit of background regarding the area in which we live because we have some amazing people that are going to share their stories.


And this really is all about pivot points, moments of change in the lives of young adults. And I’m very pleased that we’ll be featuring voices from our Region 1 GEAR UP Bridges to the Future Partnership in the Class of 2011.


So all of these students graduated in 2011 and I actually am an administrator at Region 1 Education Service Center in Edinburgh, Texas.


Jut to give you a little bit of context we are - our standard running joke is when people talk about South Texas they tend to say, oh, San Antonio, you’re from San Antonio.

But actually if you were to get in your car in San Antonio and drive 3-1/2 hours south that’s actually where we live. We live right on the river, the Rio Grande River on the border to Mexico.


And we encompass a seven county area from Laredo to probably a very familiar place is South Padre Island.


Our area has about 9771 square miles so we’re a very large area and our total population of our area is about 1.5 million people.


Of our population with our students in that seven county area many of our schools are within walking distance of the Mexican border.


About 97% of our students are Hispanic and most of our students speak both English and Spanish. So we have a large area.


With GEAR UP itself we have had three GEAR UP projects. We were funded first in 1999. We were funded again in 2005.


And the students that you’re going to hear from today were part of that particular grant. And we were last funded in 2011 with our students graduating in 2016.


The whole point of GEAR UP is to help kids matriculate to college successfully and to be prepared and ready to enter into a college environment.


So with our - these three grants we have in our region about 160 high schools. And in the grant we actually have about 30 high schools.


So the current grant that we have is a partnership between Region 1EFC, 44 middle schools and 29 high schools in 27 school districts and we have substantial local and business and community partners and local institutions of higher education.


And I think one of the things that makes us stand apart in terms of our particular grant is that we have been very lucky to be able to tap into graduates from our last grant and our first grant who come back as mentors and advocates and volunteers.


And all four of the students that you’ll be hearing from we pretty much had a continuous relationship with over the course of many years. And they have come back to really advise us about what we need to be doing better.


And they also mentor our students and they work with our students to help them get into college.

So every one of our - the students that you’re going to hear from today have a real sense of purpose and mission and they believe in giving back to their community.


Overall our demographics we’re 97% Hispanic, 90% of our students are economically disadvantaged. About 39% of our students are English language learners and 6% of our students migrate to other areas of the state or out of state for work.


So the kids that you’re going to hear from today I just have to - I have to say that I’m absolutely in awe of these kids every day and they know that.


Joe and I have the privilege, have had the privilege of working with them over time. And we not only respect them but we truly love them. And we know that with them helping guide the work in South Texas there’s absolutely no boundaries to what we can do.


So with that being said that background I want to turn it back over to Greg so that you can start the conversation with our stars and our fabulous students.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks Tina. So we’re going to first hear from (Maria) and then we’re going to go to (Ernesto) and then we’ll go to Jocelyn. And then again if (Beatrice) happens to join us we will hear from her.


So again I ask each of them to just a kind of give us two or three minutes. I know you have a little bit in front of you on who they are in their photo. But (Maria) can you get us going and welcome.

(Maria Barber):
Thank you Greg. Hello everyone. My name is (Maria Barber). I come from a low-income single parent household. I was raised by my mom all my life.


I graduated from Rio Grande City High School back in 2011 and I now attend the University of Texas-Pan American where I study environmental science and hope to graduate in December 2015.


I’m also an undocumented student which has impacted my life greatly but something that hasn’t really deterred me from achieving my goals.

Greg Darnieder:
Brothers, sisters tell us a bit more about your family?

(Maria Barber):
Yes. Well I come from a single-parent low-income household. I have two older sisters and one younger brother who’s actually - who actually goes to the same university as I go to.


I also have two little nieces and one little nephew so we’re quite a big family. But yes that’s a little bit about them.

Greg Darnieder:
Did your sisters or brother go to college?

(Maria Barber):
No. I’m actually a first generation college student. My sisters actually had to drop out of school when me and my brother were born because since my mom was a single mom it was kind of hard for her to go to work and take care of us.


So my sisters, my older sisters actually dropped out of school to take care of us. So they gave up their education so that we could have one.

Greg Darnieder:
And drop out of school meaning high school or did they actually get to college?

(Maria Barber):
No like middle school.

Greg Darnieder:
And I’m sorry middle school?

(Maria Barber):
Yes.

Greg Darnieder:
Oh wow. Okay, all right good. Thanks (Maria).

(Ernesto) give us a little sense of your background and who you are.
(Ernesto Somoza):

All right, well first off good morning and good afternoon. My name is (Ernesto Somoza), Jr. I graduated from Hennepin North High School back in 2011.

My majors are currently our premed biology and general studies with a minor in business administration. I come from a low income family.


I am also a first generation college student so I feel really blessed. I plan to graduate hopefully this December as a first University of Texas Rio Grande Valley class.


I mean I have three beautiful sisters. One of them is older. She’s 25 and she has three beautiful children so I’m one lucky uncle.


And I also have two younger sisters which I really care for a lot and I tried to be there, the best role model that I can.


And as for my parents, happily married had 26 years. Hopefully it continues more and more. And the highest education level that they reach both was around high school.


And that’s a little bit about me. And my favorite color is mint.

Greg Darnieder:
So let me ask and we’ll get to Jocelyn here in a second, so (Ernesto) when did you get involved in GEAR UP?

(Ernesto Somoza):

As a student or like...
((Crosstalk))
Greg Darnieder:
No as a student. As a student when you first heard about it? Was it in middle school or...
(Ernesto Somoza):

Yes it was in middle school around 7th grade. That’s when GEAR UP entered my life and I was just really blessed. It completely changed my life.

Greg Darnieder:
And what attracted you to it? Why - did - no one forced you to participate in GEAR UP did they?


Well it was just something that was kind of like every 7th grader was part of. And it was something that really attracted me was the beautiful planners that they had which are (unintelligible). They were really, really nice and amazing.


And they would take us to field trips and whatnot. And I mean as a student who doesn’t love going on field trips and getting free stuff and just, you know, seeing the whole college aspect? It was just like breathtaking for me.

Greg Darnieder:
And so you mentioned hoping to graduate in December. What happens then in January of 2016?

(Ernesto Somoza):

Well...
Greg Darnieder:
Are you going on to future studies or job or what?

(Ernesto Somoza):

Well so far I’m taken this summer to kind of realize what I want to do with my future. As for right now I’m currently at a medical program, currently at UTMB college then for five weeks so I feel really blessed with that.


And basically after I graduate I hopefully plan to join Teach for America which is a program and which is for two years. I’m not sure if you all are familiar with it.

But they give me a really good salary. And for that two years I kind of want to get back to my community as well as save up for medical school.


And meanwhile those two years of (cure) I plan to hopefully take my MCAT as well as apply for medical school.
Greg Darnieder:
Very good, very good. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard anybody describe TFA as giving really good salaries. And so if anybody from Teach for America is listening I’m sure they’re going to pull your statement and pull it - push it across the country as, you know, paying really well so but (Maria) let me go back to you. And Jocelyn I haven’t forgot about you. When did you get involved with GEAR UP and tell us a little bit about your initial connections there?

(Maria Barber):
Hello everyone. My connection with GEAR UP I’ve been with GEAR UP ever since I was a 7th grader. I remember my first Gear UP facilitator walking into my English class with it was like a cart full of planners which (Ernesto) talked about.


They were really nice like he said so I was really excited. And then from there is where I got introduced to GEAR UP.

Not only did they take us to college field trips but also they took us - we also had conference call with kids from around the Valley and other schools which was kind of interesting as a 7th grader because I was kind of caught up in my own little world, you know?


So it was interesting to learn about other people and what other kids were doing in other schools. And that was really fascinating to me.


When I graduated I thought I was done with GEAR UP. But actually my freshman year of college I was able to meet Joe Castillo who’s on the call with us today and reconnect with my GEAR UP program and I’ve been giving back to my GEAR UP program ever since.


It’ll be four years in August. So I don’t think they’ll ever get rid of me.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay, very good. All right Jocelyn let’s get you in the conversation. Tell us a little bit about yourself and your initial connections to GEAR UP and such?

Jocelyn Atkinson:
Okay. Good morning, good afternoon. My name is Jocelyn Atkinson and I am from Porterville, Texas or as Tina described it because many don’t know it South Padre.

And I graduated as well in 2011 from Port Isabel High School. I am currently attending right now the University of Texas in Barnesville.


Hopefully I will be graduating in May of 2016 with a Bachelor’s Degree in Criminal Justice. And I’m planning to work as Child Protective Services.


My goal was always to work with kids but I realize that I don’t have enough patience to teach. So my next goal was Child Protective Services so I’m excited to see what it brings.


I was the first one from my family to graduate from high school. And now I’m going to be the first one from my family to graduate from college. So that’s very exciting for me and I feel so blessed and so honored that all those blessings have been my way.


I actually come from a smaller family. And yes I’m also come from a low income family. There’s just four of us, that’s including me. And I only have a younger little brother.


And you said my GEAR UP experience then or when I started?

Greg Darnieder:
Yes how did you get involved with GEAR UP?

Jocelyn Atkinson:
Okay. I got involved with GEAR UP in 7th grade but I actually started participating even more my 10th, my sophomore year, my 10th grade year. That’s when I actually became more involved in - back in when I was in high school it was called the Youth Advisory Committee.


I was actually involved for three years. And two out of those years I was actually the President for the Youth Advisory Committee.


But it was very fun for me to work alongside my Gear UP facilitator which back then was Ms. (Rita Nina Garcia).

So that’s how I got involved because one of my friends actually forced me to go into one of the meetings when I didn’t want to.


She’s like, “You’re going to come, you’re going to sit, and you’re going to pay attention.” I was like, “Okay.” So I sat there and I actually loved what we were doing and I was involved for three years so it was pretty exciting.


And I as well thought that I was going to be done with the GEAR UP experience once I graduated high school. But I know when I was in college well, I’m still in college but when I was there my freshman year back then one of the GEAR UP coordinators I would say, (David Hernandes), he actually called us forward and brought us forward and brought us in and kept us going with the GEAR UP experience.


So it’s really exciting. So I’ve been with GEAR UP for a while now and I like it. I love it. I hope I don’t stop working with them so we’ll see what happens from here.

Greg Darnieder:
Great thank you very, very much. (Beatrice) by any chance there did you join us? Okay and Tina, Joe, do you want to add anything to what (Maria), Jocelyn and (Ernesto) shared?

Tina Atkins:
The only thing that I think that I would add is that what you hear from (Maria) and (Ernesto) and for Jocelyn is an attitude of service.

And that’s been a big part of our grant and our effort is the whole idea of the service part and that you reap back what you give to your community. And these kids have absolutely embodied that all the way along. And I’m very proud of them for that.

Greg Darnieder:
Very good, very good. All right so let’s move into this question around pivot points. And when I talked with each of you you shared some really intriguing stories about your journeys and limitations that you faced, rejection that you faced by not getting into something.


Yet that being a motivator of the limits of (Maria) I have a note here just you talked about wanting to go to Purdue University. But there was a physical limitation because of the 100 mile border check and the such.


So (Maria) can you just talk a little bit about your pivot point, pivot points and yet how you just kept pushing forward and give us a sense of the grit and determination that is part of who you are as a young lady today?

(Maria Barber):
Yes, thank you Greg. Well as you know and as you saw on the slide I am an undocumented student. My story in the United States as an undocumented immigrant began back in 2001.


As a kid brought to the United States I never really felt the repercussions of being undocumented.

I came into the United States and was able to enroll in school. I was very good at school. I excelled in all my classes, you know, breeze through school, learned English, graduated high school.


But when I was in high school I really felt the repercussion of not having a Social Security number. First it came with my driver’s license and even though that hurt the fact that I couldn’t get one I think what hurt the most was that every time I saw that Social Security bus box in the application to take an ACT test it was very discouraging because everything that I had been working for I thought was for nothing, that it was going to be thrown away and all the sacrifices my mom has made all these years were in vain.


But luckily even though I thought that I was never going to be able to go to college and that, you know, everything that I had worked for was good for nothing my facilitator from GEAR UP one time he saw me sitting down at the library and he asked me why I haven’t signed up, why I haven’t taken my ACT test.

And I decided to open up to him, you know, and tell him well it was because I don’t have a Social Security number. I’m undocumented. And he told me that I didn’t need one to go to college.

So when he told me that my mentality of, you know, you’re never going to go to college, you’re never really going to amount to anything completely changed.


And when he told me that, the first thing that I did was sign up for my ACT test. I did everything, you know, I took my ACT test. I got 23 on it which I thought was pretty good.


It took my ACT test, I got my scores, I applied to college. I applied to four different universities. I applied to Purdue University, Texas A&M, the University of Texas at Austin and my last choice was the University of Texas-Pan American here in the Valley.


Being from the border or being raised in the border you see a lot of border patrol everywhere, a lot of homeland security. So you live in constant fear of being deported.

And because you’re in the border there is checkpoints north of us. And a checkpoint that really kept me from going anywhere outside of this Valley.


I was confined to the Valley for 13 years and I never really knew anything outside of it.


When it came to applying to college and getting into these four universities that I applied to Purdue was my dream university and because of the checkpoint I could not attend to my dream university.

It was very discouraging. And I remember telling my mom why had she done this to me like she had ruined my life.


But looking back it was the biggest blessing because now I attend a university of Texas-Pan American where I’ve been able to not only go to college and, you know, be able to get a degree but be able to connect with people and know people that are willing to support me in my journey to a better education, to a better life and be able to give back to my community was given so much to me.


Being an undocumented person in such a vulnerable area has really made me appreciate the people, you know, that are here to help you and not only that but being able to give back even though when I have limitations.

So it’s been a blessing. But my pivot point was definitely being able to - being told that I can even when I thought I couldn’t which was really a blessing. Mr. (Lopez) was a blessing in my life and I’m very grateful to have him.

Greg Darnieder:
So that very last point that you’re making really hits me in terms of the power of this work and the power of relationships and obviously something everybody and the phone knows and understands. But and it’s one thing to give out information, you know, like in a workshop or a seminar around say Social Security numbers like Mr. (Lopez) shared with you.


But what hits me is that he sent that message directly to you. You know, you might have - he might’ve made that point in a presentation of some sort but he personalized it through the power of whatever friendship, relationship, you know, you guys had developed since you got involved with GEAR UP and such.


And as I’ve have been able to tour the country and visit with thousands of people over the last six years this whole aspect of personalization just continues to be so such a beautiful thing to hear about and realizing that this work does really break down to how we are able to intensify the relational aspect of this.


Yes we need the information but it goes beyond that in terms of looking somebody in the eye and reassuring them in your case that you didn’t need a Social Security number, you know, to go on pursuing your dreams and such.


So thanks for sharing that.

(Ernesto) can you give us a sense of a pivot point or two in your life and how you have gotten to where you are today?

(Ernesto Somoza):

Absolutely. Let’s see while there’s actually been two pivot points, one that has like supported me to going to college and as well as one that has challenged me.


Let me start off with the one that has supported me. Well like I mentioned coming from a low income family and being a first-generation student my parents as well as I never knew what I had to do to going to college.


So coming into high school I remember Ms. (Garza) from - she was a lovely lady - she was like your facilitator for my high school, Hennepin North.


She actually presented to us and she told us about all of the available resources that were out there for us, you know, financially, scholarships, loans and grants as well as all the possibilities of schools that I could apply for.


And basically that kind of was like music to my ears. It brought so much joy. And I remember they also had to be parent college nights.


And I remember I, you know, I invited my parents because it was like mom, dad you really have to come, like you have to come and listen to this because, you know, I can go to college without you guys having to pay anything out of your pocket.


So my parents attended these parent college nights and they basically explained to them all the possibilities that were out there, all of the available resources provided by the government.


And, you know, I could see like a big smile on their face because it was just this big stress that was just released off their shoulders.


And, you know, GEAR UP gave us that knowledge of what we needed in order for me to go through college and all these available resources that were available.


So that really was a big impact for me. That was a really good pivot point because after that, you know, I knew that exactly the path that I had to do.


I knew, you know, I had to apply for this financially this and that. I had to get my good grades be top 10%. And, you know, by the time my senior came, you know, I was set. I felt ready, ready to go.


What year in school were you when that - those information sessions were taking place? Do you remember?

(Ernesto Somoza):

Well they started off around my ninth grade year in high school and...
Greg Darnieder:
Okay, all right.

(Ernesto Somoza):

...again like every year.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

Woman:
Hello?
Greg Darnieder:
Yes, no (Ernesto) keep going.

(Ernesto Somoza):

Oh all right. And another pivot point that represented a challenge for me was there was this time around my senior year where, you know, I had finally decided through my high school journey that I wanted to be a doctor.


And I applied for this (unintelligible) Medical School Acceptance program which, you know, it was joined with ETPA. So it was basically after ETPA you can have like automatic acceptance into this medical school...
Greg Darnieder:
Right.

(Ernesto Somoza):

...as long as you follow like, you know, the guidelines and whatnot. And...
Greg Darnieder:
Right.

(Ernesto Somoza):

...I decided to apply for it with the help of Ms. (Garza) from GEAR UP as well as Ms. (Culbertson) from (ENHS) which was our financial aid lady. And they really helped me apply for this.

And I remember I got the letter around the summer when I was about to enter DTPA. So I remember opening the letter. I was very excited. And my disappointment it was actually a rejection letter.

And I just felt, I felt really sad. I felt really discouraged because never before had I been rejected from something.


And I remember I never told my friends about it. I don’t think I’ve ever told them till this day that I actually...
Greg Darnieder:
Wow.

(Ernesto Somoza):

...I applied for something like that and I got rejected because, you know, being the role model for my family it was kind of disappointing for me and I felt like I was going to let them down perhaps. So I...
Greg Darnieder:
Right.

(Ernesto Somoza):

...decided to just put that away and, you know, just keep it like a secret and just never tell anybody that I even applied for it.


And I remember I just read the letter really quick. I saw rejection and I just put it away. I didn’t want to think about it anymore.


And it wasn’t until a week later, you know, I was already in summer and I decided to, you know, open it again and just take a look at it.


And with the letter came also it came - there came a curriculum with the classes that I needed as well as like, you know, a clear path of what I needed to do in order to perhaps, you know, continue being a doctor if that’s what I had chosen to.

Greg Darnieder:
Right.

(Ernesto Somoza):

So it was very helpful because I felt that okay no I did not get accepted but they’re providing me with this curriculum because there’s still that hope, there’s still that chance.


And even though it might seem impossible to enter medical school there’s still that chance, there’s still that chance that I can get in.


So that gave me that determination, you know, because your staff had already held me to apply for UTPA with the financial aid for scholarships. I was ready to go. All I needed was, you know, the fall semester to come and I was set. And I felt why am I going to stop now? Why am I going to feel discouraged right now?


No maybe I was accepted to this but that doesn’t mean that my journey stops. It’s just about to begin. So I mean I decided to go for it.


It gave me that boost, that motivation that to show that, you know, it is possible even though people might say it’s impossible.


And I mean my (ETA) journey has just been a blessing. I’ve had many amazing experiences and memories that I wouldn’t change for anything.


And I mean this GEAR UP staff they’re such amazing and beautiful people both inside and out that have, you know, really impacted me my life in such a special way that I can’t thank them enough.


And, you know, here I am about to graduate hopefully this year and, you know, with great things with hopefully great things that I plan to do with my life.
Greg Darnieder:
That’s great.

(Ernesto Somoza):

And it’s all possible thanks to GEAR UP.

Greg Darnieder:
Just one quick question then we’ll move to Jocelyn. Was there a particular person, you know, once you kind of look inside yourself and decided I’m going to go for this, that I don’t know was your mentor, was your confidant, you know?


It sounds like over time you had built this sense of determination, you know, just because of your family support and GEAR UP support up to that point in time.


But just curious whether there might have been a person who was particularly powerful and, you know, keeping you going?

(Ernesto Somoza):

Yes well for my school we had Ms. (Garza) as well as Ms. (Culbertson). And I believe they had divided the students based on last name so Ms. (Garza) and GEAR UP was kind of like the person that was under.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

(Ernesto Somoza):

And so she really help me out with this, you know, applying for all these scholarships and for all these colleges. And unfortunately this happened during the summer so after that, you know, I lost touch with her. But I just remember like, you know, like this lady help me out this much why am I going to stop now?

Greg Darnieder:
Yes.

(Ernesto Somoza):

You know, it was just like, you know, even though I didn’t get to talk to her I had her like in my memory in my mind thinking, you know, she really help me out a lot. You know, there’s no reason why to stop but just continue going.

Greg Darnieder:
Yes. Got it, got it. So thank you very much for that.

Jocelyn you kind of have a similar story to (Ernesto) in terms of not getting into something you really were looking forward to being part of in such.

Can you share with us a little bit about your journey and around a pivot point or two?

Jocelyn Atkinson:
Yes. Well it all started when I was going to go into 8th grade and the GEAR UP program had provided us to be able to stay at the University of Texas in Pan America. And it was only just two days.

And we were able to stay at the dorms, experience what it would be like going to college, you know, having that college experience.


So right then and there that’s when I knew like that’s where I want to go, this is where I want to be. I wanted to attend the University of Texas-Pan American. I want to graduate from here.


So throughout my whole journey in middle school and high school I worked for, you know, getting the grade for UTPA, getting the scores -- everything. So my life revolved around the University of Texas and Pan America.


When time came to apply to the different universities my GEAR UP facilitator Ms. (Garcia) was saying that I should apply to more universities, not just UTPA.


I would look at her and I be like really? Do I need to apply for more? This is where I want to go, this is where I’m going to be and that’s it.


But she took me out of my stubbornness and I applied to different universities. Time came, I saw the letter with the - from UTPA.


Just like (Ernesto) I was super excited to open the letter and I was like yes this is it. I can’t wait for my college life to start.


I remember running to my room and I opened the letter in I was rejected. It was - I don’t - it was more of a disappointment. I was disappointed in myself mostly because at that point in my life I was like what happened? I just questioning myself what happened, what did I do wrong? Was there - what mistakes did I make?


I was really blaming myself for the fact that I did get accepted to the university. I just thought there was a point in my time there like reading the letter I read it, I read that letter maybe about 20 times I guess hoping to see another word saying that I got accepted. I don’t know really the reason why I read that letter 20 times.


I started crying. I was crying like if somebody had took a big piece out of me, a big part of myself from me. At that moment I just felt that I wasn’t smart enough for college.


So I just decided like maybe this isn’t - college isn’t for me. Maybe I wasn’t meant to go to college which was weird because in the other universities I applied for I got accepted to them.


So I don’t know why in that moment in my life my mentality was I wasn’t smart enough to be in college since I wasn’t accepted to the University of Texas-Pan American.


I was like I said I was crying. And at that moment my younger brother (Jose) he walked in the room and saw me and he kind of panic. His like what’s wrong? Are you okay? Is everything okay?


I showed him the letter just because, you know, I didn’t want to show my parents yet because I didn’t want them to be disappointed in me.


He read it and, you know, he told me its okay. You’ll be fine. There’s other universities that you got into. But I was telling him at that point like there’s no point (Jose) of me going to another school. I didn’t get accepted to the one I want to go to. I don’t want to go anywhere. I don’t want to go anymore. I don’t care anymore.


And he - this I guess this will be my positive to this point in my life. He looked me straight in the eye and I recall my brothers five years younger than me. He looked straight at - looked straight at me and said Jocelyn, you’ve got to be kidding me. Just because you did not get accepted to one university it does not mean that you’re not college material.


He’s like you need to snap out of it and get to it and start preparing for another university. At that point that’s when I knew everything I do and everything I strive for and everything I tried to complete is - has always been for my parents but most importantly for my younger brother because I was try to be the best role model I can be for him since it’s just us two.


When he told me that I was like wow, I’m not only his role model but he’s my role model. I mean for him to snap me out of a situation where I thought the worst of I don’t think, you know, I don’t think anybody else could have done it like he did.


So to me it was I snapped out of it. I really didn’t tell anybody beside my parents and my GEAR UP facilitator. I think this is the first time I actually talk about it and not cry about it.


It was very hard for me because like I said at that point I felt like I was just really dumb and I wasn’t going to really do anything.


And now that I look back I’m like wow this is really funny because now next starting my fall semester I’m going to be attending the University of Texas-Pan American because my class is over there.


So it’s really ironic how everything’s working out. So it was hard for me. And like I said this is my first time actually being able to talk about it without crying.


And the reason why I didn’t tell anybody anything was because I didn’t want anybody else to think that I was dumb like how I thought about myself.
Greg Darnieder:
Right.

Jocelyn Atkinson:
So I guess that would be my pivot point in my life.

Greg Darnieder:
Well and I remember when we first talked this was very emotional and you did shed a tear or two while you’re telling me about the story that you just shared with everybody across the country. And how old was your brother when he gave you these words of wisdom? Do you remember?

Jocelyn Atkinson:
I was 18 at the time. He’s younger - he’s five years younger than me around...
Greg Darnieder:
So he’s like in 8th grade or so 13 or so?

Jocelyn Atkinson:
Around there, yes sir.

Greg Darnieder:
Yes that’s wonderful. Thanks for sharing that.

Jocelyn Atkinson:
Yes.

Greg Darnieder:
(Beatrice) did I hear you come on by any chance?

(Beatrice):
Yes earlier but I didn’t want to interrupt.

Greg Darnieder:
No, no so thank you. Thank you. So we’ve heard from (Maria), Jocelyn and (Ernesto). Can you - and everyone has the PowerPoint that as your photo and a little bit about you.


Can you just share a little bit -- we’ve got about 15 minutes left -- a little bit about yourself.

And then you also when we talked a couple weeks back shared a marvelous story about pivot point that happened to you and mentioned Mr. (Lopez) and the Youth Advisory Committee and such. But you can share that or whatever you’d like to with everybody this morning so welcome to the conversation.

(Beatrice):
Thank you. Thank you and well good morning everyone. Well my name is (Yatta Zum Bealatta). And I’m originally from Monterrey Mexico and my family also.


As you can see I graduated from Rio Grande City High School. And I was in the GEAR UP Class of 2011. And I also graduated. I already have my Bachelors in Mass Communication Broadcasting from the University of Texas-Pan American just this past December.


And I - right now I’m working at ABC affiliate Station Channel 5 in production so that’s a huge blessing for me at this moment. And I’m at work actually right now.


And I also am a first generation college student as many of my peers. And I guess what would elaborate more on what Greg was telling us I am from a migrant family.


Coming - you know, my parents, you know, came here to look for a better future for their daughters. And I guess I grew up knowing the limitations that were imposed on them from their country.


So it kind of sometimes reflected on me, you know, and my attitude I believe like at - you know, in middle school knowing that I really didn’t - it never came to my mind, you know, anything about college.


And my parents never really pushed me to it because they didn’t know the system. They weren’t - they were just not aware of how things worked over here.


So we were a migrant family. And for six years we were every year, you know, every six months we will go to North Dakota and then every other six months we would come back to the Valley.


So it was, you know, on and off like that for six years but it taught me a lot of stuff. You know, I got to really learn different cultures, you know, from the north of the country and the South, you know, which is really, really different.


Also it’s just a - it kind of also kind of gave me a really not much confidence right, until, you know, I was presented with this program which was GEAR UP my 7th grade year.


It gave me a lot of information and a lot of resources, you know, and one of the myths that really, you know, that broke was going to college.


You know, even though you really didn’t know much about it or how much you had to pay your or what grade you have to get on the TIA or any admission test.


So it was a really good program. And I, you know, I started being involved in it up until - well until my third year that’s what I had, you know, that experience which was my pivot point that kind of it just made me work a little bit more harder.


Ninth grade year there was an announcement I remember in the intercom in class saying that there is going to be a list for a leadership kind of a committee that we could be part of.


And, you know, I was really excited. I was just getting really involved in this program. And I really wanted to kind of learn what they, you know, what they were talking about.


So I remember being probably the second person, around the first five people to sign into the list. And, you know, I was really excited maybe, you know, it’s like well maybe this is, show is kind of like my excitement and maybe they’ll choose me.


Well eventually I wasn’t. But and I mean it really did kind of, you know, how any rejection kind of hurts a little bit but it kind of made me realize that you know what, I can’t really back down.


I don’t know what it was that really made me feel that way kind of like not backing down and I guess trying my best at other stuff, you know, on the future.


But eventually, you know, it did. I guess part of it was because of my parents. I know I grew up, you know, seeing their - well not efforts, their sacrifices for my future and to get an education.


So I guess they gave me kind of also like a little push of, you know, what, well next time when there’s is something to lead you, you know, to a better place I guess you should take it and you should fight for it.


So eventually there was another opportunity later on to be part of a concurrent enrollment which is basically seen at the university and living the college life, staying at the dorms going to college classes with actual college professors.


And I was able to get in it. And that’s when I guess after that experience I really knew that you know what I and, you know, it’s possible.


You know, no matter how many rejections I’m going to get, you know, from which I’ve gotten many in these years, I’m still going to try. And that’s one lesson that I learned.

And because of that program I was able to meet many mentors that I, you know, I take with me such like (Joe Garcia), or Tina Atkins. I met them throughout the summer because they were the, you know, they were the leaders behind the whole program for Region 1.


So I got to meet them. And then years passed and I graduated high school and that’s when I kind of reconnected with them later on when they asked us to be part of a leadership program of alumni, you know, to serve this generation of GEAR UP.


So yes I mean I guess eventually that led me to where I am right now. Right now, you know, I have a job with a station that has a partnership with a GEAR UP program.


And, you know, I am able to work with I guess a role model that they gave for the community which is...

((Spanish Spoken 0:52:32)).

And I think that’s about it for my story, you know, and I guess both those rejections have gotten throughout the years. You know, and they just led me to where I am today. And they formed I guess a person that’s willing to give back to the community and give back to those students that don’t know that they’re, you know, they’re a leader inside.

Greg Darnieder:
Right. Thank you very, very much and thanks for breaking away from your job to join the conversation for a few minutes this morning.

(Beatrice):
Yes. Thank my boss.

Greg Darnieder:
(Joseph) the operator I know we’re almost out of time but by chance has anybody called in hitting Star 1 and we can take a question or comment if so?

Coordinator:
There no questions in queue at this time.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. If somebody would like to join us in the last couple minutes please do so.

Well in general Tina let me go back to you and Joe. Anything you would like to expand on in terms of these incredible stories and the work that you’ve been at for in their lives for a good I guess ten years now?

Tina Atkins:
For me and I think I can speak for Joe so - also speak for himself I know. But for me I think, you know, sometimes we tend to look at kids as receptacles of content.


And to me it’s I mean I think that what they say and what their point of view is and their voice it’s so important and this whole idea of relationships that not just relationships that are superficial but that are real and mean something and that respect what both sides have to offer.


I think we’ve learned as much from these kids as they’ve have learned from us. And I think that that’s...
Greg Darnieder:
Yes really good point, really good point. (Joseph) did anybody call in? (Joseph) do we have a call?

Coordinator:
Yes. We have one question in queue.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay great. Go ahead.

Coordinator:
The first question comes from Dr. (Schultz). Ma’am your line is now open.

Dr. (Shultz):
Thank you. Good afternoon. I was interested while I was listening I Googled GEAR UP and I see that only in Florida Tallahassee Community College is the only program.


How does a college or university apply to become a GEAR UP program?

Greg Darnieder:
So the Department of Ed, the US Department of Ed depending on congressional funding will issue an RFP. I believe they’re - is hoping to issue that in 2016 after January of - or sometime after January 2016.


So it is a competitive process and there’s two types of GEAR UP Programs. There are state GEAR UP grants and then there are which these young people have been part of called GEAR UP partnership grants which are grants between school districts, nonprofit agencies and higher ed institutions.


So that’s kind of the short answer to your question.
Dr. (Shultz):
Yes thanks.

((Crosstalk))
Greg Darnieder:
Thanks for asking it.


(Joseph) do we have one more by any chance?

Coordinator:
We show no further questions at this time.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. Well thanks everyone. A huge, huge thanks to (Ernesto), (Beatrice), Jocelyn and (Maria) for taking time and really exposing some sensitive areas in your lives and the courage to share.


Just to echo what Tina mentioned around the power of relationships and again this is something we all know. But it’s something at times we just need to sit back and really just hear once again it’s always been motivating to me.


When I was at Chicago public schools one of the best times of the years was in April-ish when many of the scholarship programs were making decisions and had the chance to both read personal essays as well as do interviews of young people in terms of their dreams and aspirations.


And there’s nothing more inspiring than to hear directly from them and their voice and such. So to the four review just a huge congratulations for where you’re at. We wish you only the best as you complete your next phase of your degrees and as some of you, couple of you are actually in the world of work already and in your journey.

And just thanks again for taking time today to share with folks across the country how you’ve gotten to where - at least a little bit of insight in terms of how you’ve gotten to where you are today.


Tina thanks for pulling this together from your end and Joe for assisting in all the work that you guys do day in and day out with hundreds and hundreds if not thousands of young people down one Region 1 in South Texas.


So hopefully you can join us next week, a week from today when we’ll have a presentation from uAspire. We get back to the affordability issue that we are facing across the country. And thanks again for tuning in today. (Joseph), that’s the end of today’s call.

Coordinator:
Thank you for that. That concludes today’s conference. Thank you for your participation. You may disconnect at this time.

END
