

HISD’s Amazing Graduates of 2011 
Success stories of students who beat the odds

May 27, 2011 – More than 9,600 seniors will graduate from HISD high schools in June. So far, HISD seniors have been offered more than $105 million in college scholarships. That already beats last year’s final figure of $97 million and the total for the Class of 2011 is still growing.


Among the 2011 graduates are students for whom the road to a high school diploma was blocked by overwhelming obstacles they had to overcome.  Here are some of the inspirational stories from the Class of 2011:

African Immigrant to Graduate in the Top 5 Percent of His Class at Lee High School

Tarikh Emahazien was too young to remember his first two years of life in the African nation of Eritrea.  He was also too young to remember his father, who was shot and killed shortly after moving to America in search of greater opportunities for his family. Now, Tarikh is set to graduate from Lee High School, in the top five percent of his class, and is determined to provide for his family in ways his father only wished he could.

 “I got the only chance out of all the family, so I have to make the most of it,” Tarikh says. He lives with his mother, sister, brother-in-law, and his 4-year-old niece and 3-year-old nephew. In the fall, he will be the first in his family to attend college. He will enroll at Texas A&M University and plans to become a pharmacist. 

“He came from a place where education was very hard to come by. It saddens him,” Lee High School College Access Coordinator Moseka Medlock says. “His family ties, his commitment to his family, motivates him and grounds him.”

His sister leaves for work at 2 a.m. and puts in 16-hour days at an air conditioning manufacturing plant. Tarikh often takes care of her children. “They’re going to follow in my footsteps,” he says. “I am going to make sure of that.” 

They do coloring activities and Tarikh reads to them. “I feel like he is taking his whole family on his back and he wants to take them all with him,” Ms. Medlock says. “When he goes to college, he is doing it for all of them.”
Adopted Student Adopts Successful Attitude

At 9 p.m., long after most of the students had left for the day, the lights were on in the Grad Lab at Sterling High School. Quanteria Davis was still at work.  She was determined to finish chemistry, the only class standing between her and graduation. “Quanteria came to me and said, ‘I need to get this done. I need to get this out of the way,” Sterling Graduation Coach Dr. Chandra Richardson remembers. 

Quanteria stayed at school night-after-night learning about ionic and covalent bonds and different molecular shapes. She was last to leave and first to arrive, often on campus a half-hour before the start of school, waiting for Dr. Richardson to unlock the lab. “Since I have been at Sterling in the position of a graduation coach, I have never seen a student so focused and so determined,” Richardson says. 

Quanteria says there have been people in her life who told her to drop out of school. “They always tried to pull me down. They said I wouldn’t be good for anything but that only made me even more determined.” She was adopted when she was two months old by parents who have had more than 100 foster children, in addition to their four biological children.

 
“I know that my parents wanted me to do something to be proud of myself. I decided to go to the Grad Lab to get the help I need to be successful.” Grad Labs—computer labs with special software—are in every HISD high school as part of the district’s Online Credit-Recovery Initiative. 


After finishing chemistry in early May, Quanteria is set to graduate and plans to attend the University of Houston Downtown in the fall. “All I can do is smile,” she says. “If I had never tried, I would have never known what I am able to accomplish.” 

DeBakey Student’s Family Story Goes from Civil War to Civil Law

German Benites credits his parents, who did not finish high school, for motivating him to do well in school and for providing him that opportunity. His parents fled civil war in El Salvador and immigrated to the United States. He says they have worked hard to provide for the family. German said, “My father is a cook and my mother works in a hotel housekeeping department, but they never complain. They are always optimistic, hard working and grateful.” 

They also have high expectations for German. As the oldest child he is expected to set the example for the rest and he has. German has been accepted on a full scholarship to Rice University. He credits the academic rigor of DeBakey High School for Health Professions for that and the foundation he received in middle school at Energized for Excellence. His middle school teachers encouraged him to apply for the Health Professions Magnet Program at DeBakey and he is glad he listened.


After his undergraduate work is complete, German plans to study law and become an immigration attorney. German said, “I am proud to live in a nation where an individual is able to succeed by working hard and valuing education.”

Student Finds Sense of Family at Worthing High School

Temetria Williams grew up in the Sunnyside area of Houston Worthing High School. She says she was shifted from house to house, family member to family member. 


She was held back in school twice, so when she arrived at Worthing she was two years older than her classmates. She says family members and others told her she’d never amount to anything. But she hadn’t met Principal Tamara Sterling and Graduation Coach Craig Zeno yet. They had a different message for her, one she’d never heard before; that she could be anything she wanted to be. And they didn’t just say it. They helped her chart the course.

With constant encouragement and prodding by Sterling and Zeno, Temetria got to work in the school’s Grad Lab, made up all of her lost credits. Finished up biology, history and missing English credits online while she was taking her regular class load and worked her way up to 46th out of a class of 270 seniors.

Then, during her senior year she suddenly ended up homeless and had to move in with a friend. She says Mr. Zeno helped her find a job, so she could survive on her own. Meanwhile, Zeno and Tamara Sterling were working on getting her to focus on the next step, after high school.

Temetria said, “Honestly, if it wasn’t for Ms. Sterling and Mr. Zeno I don’t even think I’d be graduating right now. I didn’t think I could go to college. I didn’t know how I could pay for it. I didn’t know about financial aid or scholarships.” Once again, she got the help she needed from her family at Worthing. Temetria will attend Lamar University and plans to study for a career in Physical Therapy.

Senior Left with No Parents and No Home Works Her Way to Success
Westside High School senior Katrina Taylor grew up without a father and at age 11 she lost her mother. Even though her mother had struggled with drug addiction she says,” My mother was committed to my brother and me and I never thought I would lose her.  She truly did the best she could for us.”

Now, Katrina was parentless and homeless. She stayed with relatives. She stayed with friends. The living arrangements always proved temporary, so she also lived on the streets at times. She decided the key to her future was education but to achieve that she had to support herself. She found a job, rented an efficiency apartment near work and school and poured herself into her studies. She took summer classes to get ahead so she could arrange her fall school schedule to work afternoons.

Katrina readily admits, “It can be overwhelming at times juggling school and work, but the benefit of learning to focus academically and professionally is part of what I gain. The hardest part is sacrificing happiness for the sake of working day and night. There are times I wish I could enjoy my teenage years and forget all about the extra baggage of stress I carry on my shoulders. Unlike most of my peers, I don’t have the time to hang out and be social. I have to keep my priorities straight.”


Katrina’s dream is to pursue a career in the health professions and become an anesthesiologist. She also wants to eventually be in a position where she can help those who find themselves in situations similar to hers.

New Orleans Native Loses Everything and Finds Herself at Sharpstown
Six years ago, Talitha Halley, her mother, and younger sister moved to Houston from New Orleans after losing their home and belongings to Hurricane Katrina. The move and transition were difficult, but Talitha was determined to do well in school.  “I will be the first in my family to go to go college,” says the Sharpstown High School senior. “College is extremely important. Without a college degree I won’t be able to pursue my dreams.”  Talitha’s dreams include pursuing a degree in political science at Howard University in Washington D.C., which is where she will be attending college in the fall. 
She chose Howard after developing a love of politics while serving as a Congressional Page under U.S. Representative Al Green.  “I had never been to Washington D.C. before and the whole experience was very eye opening and exciting,” says Talitha.

 In addition to politics, community service is extremely important to the 18-year-old. She has volunteered in more than 10 organizations at her school and has participated in several community forums and speaking engagements in New Orleans, sharing her experiences to show what good can come from tragedy. “No matter what you go through, you can always prevail. You just have to set your mind to it,” says Talitha.  
In addition to motivating fellow Katrina survivors, Talitha also is a motivator among her peers and fellow students. She maintains a constant presence at Sharpstown High School’s College Go Center, helping classmates fill out financial aid and scholarship applications.  She also is a student athlete, participating in softball, volleyball, and track during her four years at Sharpstown. 
“Talitha’s academic, leadership, and public service record are parallel with her personal creed of using the most difficult situations in life to motivate success,” says Alfiee Herron, the College Access Coordinator at Sharpstown High School.  “She is an inspiration to me and anyone who meets her.”

Brother and Sister Share Defeat and Victory

Britney Washington and her brother Dewayne were raised by their grandmother but when she died 11 years ago, they ended up homeless moving from place to place, staying with other family members or friends. “Most nights, we slept with no lights,” Britney said. “We barely had anything to eat.  The one thing my brother and I had was each other.” 

Both fell behind in school. Britney dropped out twice. Dewayne skipped school and got into trouble. But through their love and support for each other and the support of the staff at Booker T. Washington High School both eventually got back on track, making up for lost time in the school’s Grad Lab where they recovered class credits online. In part, Dewayne’s turnaround was a matter of changing his attitude. He wanted to participate in sports and he needed good grades and good conduct to do that. 

Dewayne said, “I went to credit recovery to get caught up.  Before I knew it, I was in the 11th grade.  I received credit for the classes and now I was with the Graduating Class of 2011, making good grades and playing sports.”  In his junior year, Dewayne ran track and won the district 1,600-and 3,200-meter races. He also participated in football and basketball.

Washington Principal LaShonda Bilbo-Ervin said, “Our staff was there for Brittney and Dewayne, but more importantly there were there for each other. They have overcome tremendous odds together and I think it is so fitting that they will graduate together.”

Brittney Washington said, “After all the struggles I have been through, I will graduate this year! I will finally go to prom and the thing that I want the most, of all things, is my father and mother to get to watch me walk across the stage on June 4, 2011.” Dewayne added, “Throughout my high school years, the main thing I learned is people will help you, but you’ve got to help yourself, first.” 

Life has become more stable for the brother and sister as they re-connected with their parents. Dewayne now lives with his father and Brittney lives with her mother. Going forward the future looks bright. DeWayne will attend Texas Southern University on an athletic scholarship and major in Business Management. Brittney will attend Houston Community College and major in Nursing.

Student Focuses on Graduating after Witnessing the Deaths of Both Parents

During her years at Reagan High School, Crystal Roe gave birth to a child who needed a liver transplant to survive and witnessed her father kill her mother and then himself. 

Crystal said, “I had gone to visit my mom and spend the day with her.  When I had to go home, my mom drove me and my dad was outside waiting, and drunk. I started to take my baby out of the car and my dad was trying to get my mom to come back.  She didn’t want him, so he shot her 5 times in the chest and then shot himself in the head.”  

She went to live with her baby’s grandmother and in November of that year, she got some good news. A liver was available. Her daughter received the transplant and is now healthy and normal. Crystal said, “It was such a blessing to know my baby was going to be all right. I truly know that God doesn’t give you more than you can handle, and everything happens for a reason.  I’m happy, because even after all this I’ve been through, I’m still going to graduate and still have a future ahead of me. I believe if you work hard enough to finish school, you can do anything.”

Through it all she managed to stay focused on school and going to college in order to create a bright future for her daughter.

Bellaire High School Senior Recognized for “Beating the Odds”

Marshall Schoen has had a very difficult home life which involved divorce, CPS involvement, foster care, abandonment and a stressful relationship with family members.  He was in multiple schools as a result of many moves while his father looked for work.  

His home life became so stressful that as a senior at Bellaire High school he moved out and has been on his own most of his senior year.  He has been working at the same job for almost two years and used his savings from that job and his continuing employment to live on his own.  He has overcome so many obstacles educationally, financially, and emotionally that he was selected to receive a Children's Defense Fund “Beat the Odds” Scholarship and the HISD Leon Levy “Most Improved Senior Award.”  

He has become an integral part of Bellaire’s theatre program both acting and in the tech room and played an important role in Bellaire’s success in UIL Theatre competitions.  Despite it all, Marshall maintained an excellent grade point average. He will attend Stephen F. Austin State University in the fall.

Milby Senior Goes from Rebellion to Recognition

In her first semester as a freshman at Milby High School, Dulce Mireles was not interested in school or her studies. Constantly compared to her two older siblings—both of whom were high-school dropouts—Dulce felt pressure to do better. “They sort of saw me as their only hope,” she explained. “I guess as a 15-year-old, I didn’t know how to deal with the pressure.”

Mireles’ attempts to shake off that burden yielded a bitter harvest: three failed classes. “I sort of woke up at the end of the second semester, and went, ‘Wait. What am I doing?’” she said. “But by then it was too late.”

Dulce made up the lost credits in summer school, then rededicated herself to her studies, signing up for Pre-Advanced Placement and Advanced Placement classes whenever possible. “I was tired of being given the role of biggest disappointment,” she said.

Now ranked in the top six percent of her class, Dulce credits former Assistant Principal Magdalena Strickland with helping her turn her life around. “She would always give me little encouraging speeches,” she explained. “It was food for thought until I could do it for myself.”

Strickland, who now serves as principal at Lantrip Elementary School, said Dulce simply needed encouragement to blossom. “She is a great kid, but she doubted herself a lot. She would tell me she wanted to be an attorney, but then say, ‘It’s never gonna happen.’ I would tell her it was absolutely possible, saying, ‘Look at your scores. Look at how smart you are,” and just verifying why she could.

Now, Dulce plans to attend the University of Houston to pursue a law degree. And her advice to other struggling or discouraged students? “Find something to be involved in and someone to listen.”

Eastwood Senior from Guatemala Follows His Sister’s Footsteps to College
 

When Juan Lopez moved to Houston from Guatemala, he did not know a soul in town and could not speak a word in English. "I was ashamed at first that I didn't know the language, but I was determined to learn and I was determined to get a high school education," said Lopez.

 That drive and determination led Lopez to HISD's Eastwood Academy where he met Principal Rudy Trevino. Trevino convinced Lopez that he could indeed graduate from high school and that he could also go to college. "Juan's character and integrity spoke volumes, even though he could not speak English at first," says Trevino. "He worked tirelessly after school, during lunch hours, and over the summer reading novels and doing translation work with our staff to learn how to read, write, and speak English."  

Lopez credits his success to the support of Trevino and the Eastwood staff in addition to frequent motivational talks from his older sister, who is enrolled at the University of Houston. "I want to thank her for her tireless support and for not letting me give up, even when I wanted to," says Lopez. "She is the first one in my family to go to college and I want to follow in her footsteps." 

Lopez will indeed follow in his older sister's  footsteps this fall when he enrolls at U of H to study engineering. "Everything is possible in life, you just have to have big dreams and go for it."  You can hear more about Juan Lopez's story on this month's Aprendamos Juntos program airing on HISD-TV and on the HISD website. 

The Houston Independent School District is the largest school district in Texas and the seventh-largest in the United States with 298 schools and more than 200,000 students. The 301-square-mile district is one of the largest employers in the Houston metropolitan area with nearly 30,000 employees. 
For more information, visit the HISD Web site at www.houstonisd.org.
