
Speaker 1:

Yeah, I'm the youngest of three. I went to, um, a local public school in the Bronx, um, in my district, uh, 
until fourth grade, then my mother was introduced to, um, charter schools. So I went to a charter school 
for middle school from fifth grade to eighth grade. And that was also in the South Bronx, but it was like a 
little further from where I was living. Um, and it was more surrounded by the projects. Um, I didn't grow 
up in the projects. So being around there and, um, was, I was confused at the time I felt, because I felt 
like, why am I, you know, we grow up. Think that project started like terrible. You shouldn't hang around 
them at night, but school, um, I was there from not from 7:00 AM to 5:00 PM, like it was dark. Um, so I 
went to like a more dangerous neighborhood, not say my neighborhood where I was living was great.

Speaker 1:

It wasn't. Um, but I was just confused. Um, but my mom saw that charter school as a better way to like, 
um, have more opportunities. Um, so from that middle school, I'm very grateful. I went there and I went 
to KIPP, which is very known. Um, that middle school really like gave me these opportunities where from 
there, I went to a private school for high school from ninth grade to 12th grade. And that private school 
was down by Soho in the Greenwich village. Um, it was really progressive. So it was very different. I 
went from like a very, strict charter school to like a very laid-back high school. And it wasn't like, you 
know, they say, when you go to high school, like you're older, it's different from middle school, but it 
was just like a whole different educational system. Like I was calling my teachers by their first name.

Speaker 1:

Like it was, it was very strange. Um, at least for me coming from the Bronx and like being surrounded by 
like minorities and then going to a private school and taking the train 45 minutes away just to this 
school, you know, and then being around just like white people and probably being like one of the, like 
five people of color. Um, so it was different. Um, and then from high school I went to Barnard. Um, and 
in Barnard I did the HEOP program, H-E-O-P. I think now it's called like the OP program. But back then it 
was HEOP, uh, for New York students. And, um, I did that program [inaudible] yes. So I actually, um, my 
older sister went to Barnard. Uh, one of my older sisters, not the oldest one, but she went to Barnard. 
So I always saw that as an option, but I kind of wanted to go a little further away from home.

Speaker 1:

Um, I didn't want to be in the city necessarily, but I knew I wanted to dorm and I said, this is something 
that's important to me. Um, cause I just, I feel like I'm more of an independent person. Um, even being 
the youngest, I'm not, I feel like compared to my sister, she wanted to go somewhere in the city and she 
would be home. Yeah, she was dorming, but she was home like every weekend where I was at Barnard 
and I was not home every weekend. I would come once in a while and it's like, I was close. Um, but what 
I, so I applied to a couple of schools. I didn't want to be too far away that it was like, I can't come home. 
Like if it was, my max I think was like three hours. Um, I really wanted to go to like Franklin and Marshall 
college.

Speaker 1:

Cause I did a program there, a summer programs. I knew people there. I just felt comfortable. Um, I was 
looking at a lot of schools in Pennsylvania that were small liberal arts. And I also was looking at a lot of 
schools, a little upstate, like Poughkeepsie, like Vassar, but Barnard wasn't like my top choice, but I got 
accepted to it. They gave me, I got into the HEOP program, which kind of like was what sold me into it. 
Um, and I got the most financial aid, so that's why I did it. Um, yeah, I think, I wasn't really thinking 



about that until the college process. Um, like in middle school that wasn't something that came to mind, 
but in high school, when I was like looking into private schools, um, that was something I saw in a lot of 
my applications. Like, are you a first gen student?

Speaker 1:

Like there are more scholarships. I was exposed to like scholarships to just go to high school. Um, I 
started learning about like prep for prep, a better chance, which is all these programs supporting first-
generation students. Um, so I started thinking about that more and, and I know like, because my parents 
aren't from here, like the American dream, they came here to like build a better life, give us a better 
opportunity. So I knew I had to like go to college that wasn't like an option for me. Like I knew I had to 
go there. So that meant being a first-generation student. I felt like I needed to do this in order to be 
successful. Um, I, so like that's still was in the back of my head while I was in college after graduating. 
Um, I feel like it's still the, for me, I feel like I still think that being a first-generation student, you have all 
these expectations from your parents, but also you, like, I feel like we're hard on ourselves too, where 
it's like, we need to accomplish this because of our parents.

Speaker 1:

Like, we're always thinking about that and like being first generation, like, we don't have the same 
opportunities. We need to fight harder, which is like, it sucks. But I just see that like even now, like 
working and finding a job, like when I graduated was also a process in itself and I had to join a program 
for first generations to get a job. So it's like, why is it that we need all of these like extra support? And 
like, why is it that we could like apply and just be seen as everyone else? Um, so I think being first 
generation hasn't, um, that definition for me has, and low income hasn't changed for me. Um, and it's 
always something I'm reminded of. I feel even now where I'm like making my own money, I wouldn't be 
considered first. Like I wouldn't be considered low income with what I'm making and just thinking about 
that.

Speaker 1:

I still like, so what I still think about like, you know, I still cause I'm like a low-income, you know, the 
HEOP program kind of like prepared me. Um, but in a scary way, I feel like I was still like, all right, like, 
this is the only chance you have like the school year. Isn't going to look like that the summer before. So I 
was a little scared with like scared, but also prepared. I feel, um, because I went to a private school 
before I knew what it was like to be surrounded in like a white institution and having my sister and 
hearing her stories, my sister wasn't a part of HEOP. So like her hearing her side of things, um, and like 
her experiences prepared me for it. Um, I was scared the first day. Um, and I think it was just because 
again, like, even in high school, I just felt like I wasn't like these kids, I would have to work harder.

Speaker 1:

Um, and then just like the first day immediately, you see all these kids with their parents, you're seeing 
what they're bringing in and moving in with, you see like who's, who who's coming with them and just 
seeing all of that. Like, my dad had to work, he'd had to drop everything off, go to work, you know, and 
some of them are like walking around campus. Like, I don't think like, just seeing those differences was 
very visible from my first day in just like moving in. Um, you also, I feel like the first day of classes, again, 
like you're just surrounded by all these like intelligent, just like knowing what Barnard and like who gets 
accepted and how rigorous it is. I felt like, okay, this is a competition. Like, I feel like timid and I didn't 
feel that way with the HEOP students because I felt like we're all in this together.



Speaker 1:

We got this, you know, like it was that sense of community. But then like when we say that community 
is in theory, like, yeah, the HEOP office is open and available to you, but in classes, I just feel like you 
don't feel that sense of community. Like I clicked with only minorities. Um, all my friends that I left from 
Barnard, they're all minorities, like were all women of color. Like it's not, I, I, the, my close ones, at least, 
like, I didn't leave with any like white friend really. Um, and you saw that in classes, like you didn't really 
like collaborate with people like that. I don't know. Maybe your experience is different, but at least for 
me, it's like partner work, which has happened with one or two, like white people. But like, it wasn't, I 
didn't feel a sense of community in all my classes.

Speaker 1:

It depended on the class, but I didn't, I definitely like went to the HEOP office whenever I wanted, um, to 
just vent or like talk to someone. Um, it was nice to have like Gianni and Kevin back then and, um, Elida 
and Nikki, like having all of them available, um, was a nice support, um, with make that community like, 
honestly, I wasn't a part of any club at Barnard. Um, I wasn't as involved as I wanted to be. Um, I found 
myself leaving campus a lot with like doing internships, but also like working. Um, I had a work study job 
at the daycare that it was like Columbus daycare, um, on Claremont Street. So like most of my time was 
go to classes, go work, go to classes again, like I would work in between, um, and then have dinner with 
my friends who were again, like my close friends, like were people of color. Um, we would have lunch 
dinner together and then go back, work in the library. Like I didn't see myself having time for a club. Um, 
it was all like work internships. Let me building my resume, even though I could have done, uh, I tried 
joining like [inaudible], but like, I just felt like I wasn't, I couldn't contribute. Um, just like, I couldn't 
contribute my time to that. And I also babysat a lot too. Um, so most of my time was just working really 
in school.

Speaker 1:

Um, I think my friends, um, just like being able to have dinner with them on lunch and see them like 
have a doubt, some downtime and feeling like I could express myself with people because these were 
girls who did the HEOP program or the girls who like had, um, the same experiences with me and like 
the sense of like, feeling like we need to create our own little community. So having them was definitely 
something that kept me going, I did speak to my mom everyday on the phone, um, which made me feel 
good. Like, okay, my family is good, I'm fine. I'm happy to hear their voice. Um, my mom would send me 
food, come see me on campus occasionally. So like that always felt like I had the support there, um, 
having the HEOP office again, like that made me happy. And then I feel like having also like a space to 
just like a dorm room, six escape sometimes was nice.

Speaker 1:

Um, I felt like me having my own workspace. I'm like, I didn't have a single until the last until my senior 
year, but like even the roommates I had, like that was always something I felt like I could, I always had a 
roommate or I had the same roommate for three years. Um, and she was amazing revived. And I think 
also like having that roommate made me feel happy and brought joy to my, my days whenever it was 
hard. I, I appreciate that. Like I do think having HEOP and like all the alums like having that connection is 
amazing. I try to go to the big sister dinner that they have, like, because I still want to like support other 
girls who are going through Barnard. Right. And they might not have the same experience as me, but I 
just feel like I didn't like hate Barnard, but I definitely felt that there was stress and competition.



Speaker 1:

And it's kind of intimidating for someone who's a first generation low-income student, um, to be in that 
environment. Because even with little things like buying books, like teachers being like, you know, 
putting that on their syllabus and assuming that everyone can afford this $40 book, a hundred dollar 
book that the only use for that one semester is kind of upsetting. Like it's, it's created, I feel like 
education is created for like white students really am like, it's very whitewashed. Um, except unless you 
take like, maybe not even, I was going to say, I took a race, a music, race and ethnicity, I think, um, class, 
but like the professor was white and some things he said was always problematic. So like even things 
like that, like it was a hit or miss. There were some professors that were amazing and I continued to take 
them, but then there was some that, it just felt like it was very whitewashed.

Speaker 1:

Um, but even like not even the learning you do, I think just setting the tone of the classroom, just seeing 
the students, you're surrounded with seeing like the bags they're wearing the clothing, like simple little 
things like that. You, you know, that you're, you're very different. And like, I feel like I was reminded 
every day that you're not just got to work hard and I'm here because I made it and I'm very capable just 
like these girls too. So it made me like work hard and I, um, I appreciate going to Barnard and I think 
again, like the communication, not the communication, the connections there, um, were amazing. I 
think, well, I, um, I did sociology as my major and then I did a minor in education. Um, I didn't do, 
because I thought about the education path, like really late on, I didn't do the teacher certification.

Speaker 1:

Um, that was a component like to like do that, but I just, um, I started too late where I like, I wouldn't be 
able to meet the requirements and the time I had, which was fine, um, because I wasn't sure about like, 
I would want to pursue to be a teacher or not. And now I'm working for like more of the administration 
side of schools. So, um, which I like, um, and I want to go further into like policy education policy. So 
that's what I'm doing my master's in. But again, like being aware of like my community and that's why I 
do a sociology perspective to it because I think where I come from and like my community has been so 
important to me, um, to study and like to continue studying. Um, so that's why I think I I'm in the career 
I am in because of the passion, [inaudible] just bringing a racial equity lens to our policies.

Speaker 1:

Um, and also being like incorporated into that, like just having voices of native speakers, if you're 
creating a policy for New Yorkers in that policy and the voices of those who have to live through the 
policy, I think like right now, the issue with a lot of our policies and me working in the office of the DOE, I 
see that it's all these people who just came to New York who had like three years here, two years who 
are white males or, or white women. And again, like just seeing that and like, okay, here you are 
thinking, you know what? It's like to grow up in New York in a public school. You're creating this like 
thing. Children need this. Like, just thinking about that and being more, I guess like cautious of like, who, 
who are we asking to create this policy and who created this? Cause I think a lot of our policies aren't, 
um, don't have a racial lens to it or have a perspective for those who it will affect. Does that make 
sense?

Speaker 1:

Um, okay. So I think a challenge for me was really, um, the courses I was picking. That was a challenge. 
Like some courses I didn't do well in, um, and just being okay with not getting the grades that I was 



getting in high school, because I think the grading is different. And then I just felt like I was always really 
hard on myself. Like, am I like dumb? I would say to myself, like, why am I not getting, like, why can I not 
get this grade? Like, why am I not getting answers? Like simple, multiple choice tests? And I feel like 
with like a good two classes, I had a really hard time doing well in them. Um, and the way I overcame 
that, the first time I was a little in denial that I can't overcome this by myself. And I didn't think like 
tutoring services were available to me.

Speaker 1:

Like, I didn't want to like, consider it, look into it. Um, because again, like you, you think about tutors 
and you're like, Oh, you got to pay for it. Or that's an additional cost, you know, but he had like provided 
us with tutors and if we needed them, um, but I just felt like, okay, it's going to be another student 
teaching me. Like, I just, I'm not going to get it. Um, so I was against it. Um, so my first year, like I was 
that my first year, I can't even remember now, but my earlier years I didn't take advantage of that. Um, 
so I didn't do well. Um, and I had to deal with like seeing a bad grade till this day on my transcripts, um, 
which is not cool or not something you want to see, especially if you're like used to being in high school 
and getting like A's and B's, and then you go, and then you got to see like, what is this?

Speaker 1:

You know? So that was something that was hard and very challenging. Um, and then I think a way to 
overcome that when I faced that again, I definitely went to he up got that tutor and I found myself like 
being, doing way better. Um, and, and I think that's something I took advantage of and I appreciate, so 
that made me happy. It made me feel better about myself. It builds some self-esteem in me. Like it 
builds, you know, I think it was good for me cause like, even at work, like I started something, a new job 
and like, I was afraid to ask them like, I'm the youngest one in this office. And then I'm afraid to ask for 
help with this. And like, I shouldn't, I should be bold and say like, you know, Hey, can you teach me how 
to do this? But I was just afraid, but also was like first manager I had, which she was crazy, but it's like 
hard.

Speaker 1:

Like I think it's like as, and again, that's part of who we are, I guess, as like a first-generation low-income 
student. It's like, we're afraid to like be seen in this way or like that we're incapable of doing this 
because we're told like you have to work harder or you can't be like, like, you know, I just feel like it, it 
comes back to like who I am or who I was, or like what position I wasn't, you know, so advice to you all. 
Um, I would say try to be involved, um, whether it's like internships, just like seeing my friends also did 
he up and like, we weren't as involved in Barnard, um, with like either extra curricular or, um, having an 
internship or getting to know your professors and having your professors get to know you. That is 
something I did not do.

Speaker 1:

Um, and it's just like, because I was afraid and I was just like, okay, I don't know how my professors will 
think of me. Like I didn't really go to office hours. Um, that's something I regret. I didn't do any, um, uh, 
activities at Barnard. Another thing I regret, like, I feel like I would've had more connections. I would 
have been exposed to different careers, different, um, aspects of like running a higher education 
institution. Um, and then I think also like internships, I did do two internships towards, cause I was 
working my work study job. I didn't think like, Oh, I shouldn't, I don't need to do anything. Freshman 
year and sophomore year, junior year, I did an internship that went into senior year and then like senior 



year, I did another one that was like very short. So like, I feel like I should have done more internships, 
been more involved and um, speaking to teachers because like, as I was applying for my master's, I was 
like, who do I reach out to, to write my rec?

Speaker 1:

Like I had no one. And luckily, like I had my advisor, I had like, cause you can't even speak to anyone. 
And he up, it had to be an academic. Um, so like I had one professor that I wrote a paper for last and 
like, I remember having a conversation with her once or twice. And like the class was very small. So like I 
knew she knew who I was, but she didn't know me in like a personal level. Um, so I asked her, then I 
asked like, um, the department chair of like where I did my, my major and like, it was just hard and 
awkward for me to write that email, to ask a year later, Hey, can you write a rec for me? So I can go to 
this group a master's program. Like I had to literally, because I felt so guilty. I had to tell them what I 
studied at Barnard. I was a HEOP student. I had to like give them a little overview of who I was. And then 
I had to say like what program I'm doing, why I'm doing it. So that would be my, um, advice to first gen 
students. Like just make yourself known, put yourself out there. Don't be afraid pretty much.


