
IN PURSUIT OF HIGHER EDUCATION
BY PRINCESS SARAH GARCIA

During my first semester at LaGuardia 
Community College, I learned that for 
non-traditional students such as myself, 
the pursuit of higher education can 
often seem dismal. It can be treated as 
a risky investment of time and money, 
especially in the sense of compromising 
natural curiosity for practicality. One may 
begin their studies genuinely interested 
in media and communications, but later 
realize that a degree in business would 
be a safer option. It is an unfortunate 
reality that students face and unlike 
stocks and bonds, the return on 
investment of an education is often 
unpredictable. Despite the adversities 
and hardships, most individuals choose 
to pursue an education. Why, exactly? 
Well that answer varies from person to 
person, but essentially it is to seek and 
discover a better version of oneself. 

Like many students at LaGuardia I 

posponed and resumed my education 
later in life and encountered many 
struggles due to that decision. Not only 
was I new to LaGuardia, but I was new to 
the country and often times felt lost and 
alone. In the beginning, the formalities 
and legalities of higher education in 
the United States were very unfamiliar 
resulting in a difficult transition.  For 
example, I was completely oblivious to 
the residential and non-residential tuition 
policies and was close to dropping all 
of my classes before the semester even 
began. Although I endured the many trials 
and tribulations of living in a new country, 
I was resilient and knew I did not want to 
postpone my education any longer. When 
my classes commenced I began asking 
my fellow classmates if they knew of any 
scholarships or programs that I could 
potentially join and built relationships with 
my professors. They were... CONTINUED
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opportunities. Each student goes 
down a different path, but they 
all strive for the best. Explore the 
journeys these students have had, 
and prepare for your own!



kind enough to lead me to the resources 
that I was not aware of which led me 
to the honors program and HSAC, the 
Honors Student Advisory Committee. 
Suddenly, I was part of a small community 
of likeminded individuals and didn’t feel 
so alone. I received financial support from 
the Foundation Scholarship and became 
an ambassador of the school with the 
President’s Society. All of these would not 
have been possible had I not taken the 
time to speak up and ask around. I then 
realized that opportunities do not just 
happen and you do not hope for them 
to come to you; you go look for them.

My story is really no different from most 
of us at LaGuardia; we are all on our own 
path to self-discovery. The biggest lesson 
I have learned throughout my experience 

as a higher education student is that I 
learn more about myself through others. 
It happens when paths are crossed with 
an individual that could possibly open 
my eyes to a career I had not considered 
or finally have a mentor that could help 
me achieve the goals that I’ve always 
dreamed of. While the life of a college 
student is at times melancholic, the end 
result is more of a reason to make it a more 
meaningful experience. Don’t simply go 
take class and leave immediately after 
it is finished. Speak to fellow classmates 
or come visit the Honors House in room 
M222. We want to hear what direction 
you’re heading because who knows, 
we might be going the same way.

KAPLAN EXPERIENCE 
BY JONATHAN MORALES

Participating in HSAC is often the best 
means of being exposed to opportunities. 
One of these opportunities was the 
chance to become a Kaplan Scholar as a 
part of the Kaplan Leadership Program. I 
first saw the flyer on the Honors Program 
Facebook page and was instantly intrigued 
after seeing that the program provided 
money for tuition, transportation, books, 
and living expenses. Kaplan’s main goal 
is to “help underrepresented, low-income 
Black, Latino, and Native-American 
students of exceptional merit transfer 
from associate’s programs to top four-
year colleges.” I thought to myself, this 
is exactly what I’ve been looking for. 
Often, especially as community college 
students, we feel the weight of endless 
factors holding us back from transferring 
successfully. This program appeared to 
push past those factors. Kaplan seemed 
like a rigorous boot camp that guaranteed 
transfer to a 4-year school. It provided 
a strong sense of security that wasn’t 
available with any other scholarship 
program I had encountered. That fact 
alone was enough to get me to apply.  

Sitting in front of the application was 
intimidating. I had a solid idea of what it 
would ask of me, but it isn’t until you’re 
actually sitting in front of it that you 
realize the magnitude. The application 
required: a personal statement, multiple 
personal essays, two letters of reference, 
unofficial transcripts, high school/GED 
papers, record of employment/internship, 

student aid report, and, finally, a financial 
aid award letter. I know what you’re 
thinking, that’s way too much. Many of 
my peers decided against applying to 
the program because of the application’s 
length. However, as an honor student, I 
saw it as a simple feat. Yes, it was extra 
workload in my already hectic schedule, 
but the rewards were numerous. Even 
if I wasn’t accepted, I’d have a chance 
to refine my writing abilities; I would be 
better prepared for future scholarship 
and transfer applications. An easy way 
to identify a worthwhile opportunity 
is drawing up a simple pros and cons 
chart. If the pros outweigh the cons, it’s 
definitely worth pursuing. I gathered my 
recommendation letters, had my essays 
revised by professors, photocopied the 
necessary paperwork, and completed the 
application a week before the deadline. 

I received the email of acceptance shortly 
after. I was thrilled, but this was only 
the first step. I’d have to get through a 
group interview before moving on to 
an individual interview. I was slightly 
intimidated because I didn’t see myself 
as the friendliest person. However, I 
didn’t attempt to act any different. I 
kept it professional and slightly rigid, 
which was true to myself. I listened 
attentively, shook everyone’s hand, and 
took notes. I was sincerely interested. 
Suddenly, they split us up and we were 
instructed to build the tallest tower we 
could with spaghetti sticks, a string, some 
tape, and a marshmallow. At this point, 

I quickly identified my weakness in a 
group dynamic. “I can be a bit bossy,” I 
said to myself, and with that in mind, I 
did my best to avoid being bossy. We 
completed the task with a minute left, 
but a member of the group decided it 
wasn’t tall enough. Attempting to make 
it taller ended with a falling structure. I 
wasn’t disillusioned. I was proud of the 
way my group worked together. To wrap 
up the group interview, we had to write 
another two essays on leadership. I was 
confident in my writing abilities (thank 
you writing intensive honors courses) 
and sat there until time was up. I gave 
my thanks to the Kaplan staff and wrote a 
brief “thank you” email the following day.  

Getting through the group phase felt 
surreal. All that effort, had been worth it. 
The day of the individual interview arrived 
and I had my best (and only) suit ready. I 
walked into the office, promptly instructed 
by the receptionist to take a seat. As I sat on 
the leather couch, I twiddled my thumbs 
and tapped my foot. I was zoning out and 
rethought my game plan. My goal was 
to be honest, kind, and highly articulate. 
I planned to demonstrate intelligence,  
while also providing anecdotes when 
answering questions. I wanted to make 
my interviewers laugh. I wanted them 
to see me for who I was, faults and all. I 
walked out feeling satisfied. I thought 
maybe I could’ve done better. I gave one 
or two silly responses, but in my mind it 
seemed negligible. I bought a hotdog on 
my way home and braced for the results.



VASSAR SUMMER PROGRAM
BY NINOTSKA LOVE

On June 24th, 2016, thirty students from various community 
colleges walked onto Vassar College grounds to participate 
in a life-changing experience known as the Exploring Transfer 
(ET) program. From the campus to the students, staff and other 
program participants, everything seemed strange and new. The 
academic experience was entirely different from what I was 
accustomed to. For example, commuting to school was no longer 
necessary as I lived in the dorms and rather than feel separated 
from school, I was completely immersed in my education.

While at Vassar, I was provided with accommodations, books, 
food and support from professors, among others. All of the 
knowledge that I gained during the program can be attributed 
to having access to resources and inspiring professors. Bernetta 
Parson, the director of the ET program and LaGuardia Community 
College alumna, gathered admissions representatives from well-
known colleges, such as Smith, Mount Holyoke and Amherst, 
for a workshop focusing on the opportunities and possibilities 
that are available after graduating from a community college.

The ET program’s workload is intense to begin with, but when 
condensed into a five-week schedule, it proves to be a challenge 
and provides students with a glimpse of what their lives would 
be like at a four-year university. In the class Legal Justice, Social 
Justice: The Politics of Imprisonment, we explored and discussed 
the American affinity between freedom and incarceration and 
how specific social constructs have become the contradictory 
norm in the United States. This was complemented by the 

works of Michael Foucault, Thorstein Veblen and C. Wright 
Mills, all authors who changed the way society is perceived 
and detailed history’s influence. This course was juxtaposed 
with Writing Race in the U.S.: An Exploration of African 
American Literature and Critical Race Theory, which shaped 
and transformed my understanding of different races, cultures 
and ethnicities while also allowing me to rediscover my own.

Although the program was highly academic, there was still 
plenty of time to create and form relationships with individuals. 
It was an adventure, and sometimes a struggle, that was shared 
by all students. Whether it was the adjustment of pronouns, 
a new level of sleep deprivation or the gender neutral 
bathrooms, we absorbed, analyzed and confronted what was 
most uncomfortable within ourselves. There was laughter, 
tears, and the contemplation of giving up, but our resilience 
to persevere was stronger. We went in as strangers and came 
out as comrades, bonded in diversity, intellect and acceptance.

As an ESL student, I never imagined that an opportunity like 
the Exploring Transfer program would ever be realistically 
attainable, but with hard work and dedication it became a 
reality. As Professor Plotkin stated in his Legal Justice, Social 
Justice class, “I belong there,” and I believe this is true for all 
of us. There is a place in the world for everyone, but where 
that place is becomes the journey of life. I will be forever 
grateful for the knowledge and life skills that I have attained 
through this program and will carry them with me always.

Pictured above is Kaplan Leadership Program Cohort 10 . Frome left to right: Jasmaine Brathwaithe (BMCC), Christian Esquivel (LAGCC), Melanie 
Poggi (BMCC), Jonathan Morales (LAGCC), Raquel Melendez (Hostos), Norbesida Bagabila (BMCC), and Ninotska Love (LAGCC).
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NELSON JARRIN INTERVIEW
Nelson Jarrin is a current student in LaGuardia Community 
College. In Spring 2016, Nelson won the Point Foundation 
Scholarship for LGBTQ students. We decided to ask Nelson 
some questions about his academic and personal journey, 
and his experience in applying for this scholarship. 

Can you share a little bit about your story before you came to 
the U.S? What brought you to the U.S? 

As a young man in Guayaquil, Ecuador, I was raised in a very 
traditional household. My father was a worker at the local phone 
company and my mother stayed at home raising my younger 
siblings and me. Both of my parents worked very hard to make 
ends meet, they tried to provide us with the best education, 
food and shelter they could afford. At an early age, they both had 
decided to drop their college education to start a family of their 
own, a decision they regretted for the rest of their lives. I have 
many fond memories of my youth.  In 1993, when I was 16 years 
old, I took my first job as a part time library attendant at The 
British Council, a well-established English Academy located in 
an upper class suburb of my hometown.  My parents allowed me 
to work in exchange of free English classes at this institution. To 
read, speak and write in a second language was a privilege that 
very few could afford. I graduated from high school in December 
1994 and I worked a full time job as a salesperson while I 
attended college in the evenings. Unfortunately, in December 
1998, I dropped out of college to rebel against my parents. 

How has been your experience studying at LaGuardia 
Community College? 

My experience studying at LaGuardia Community College 
has been beyond my expectations. In 2013, prior to taking 
the admission test for the CUNY system, I enrolled to the free 
ESL classes offered at the Long Island City public library. My 
instructors and the staff members at the library taught me 
that in order to attend college, I must learn to read and write 

proper English.  Long story short, I spent five to six days a week, 
attending remedial classes at the LIC public library and at the 
Continuous Education Program at LAGCC. By winter 2014, I was 
finally ready to take the admission test for the CUNY system.

How did you find out about the Point Foundation Scholarship?

While I was doing research for a paper, I accidentally bumped into 
a link to their website. Because of work and school, it took me a 
while to finish the application. About a month or two months later, 
Mr. Deepen Ganeja, a staff member at Point Foundation, contacted 
me to inform me that I was among the finalists for the East Coast

Which kinds of documents did you have to give? Did you have 
to do any essays or personal statement?

I filled out an online application, I wrote a brief essay about myself 
and my interests in life, I interviewed once or twice via Skype with 
a panel of interviewers from the West Coast and finally, I was asked 
to submit transcripts to prove that I was enrolled at community 
college, and that I wanted to transfer to a four-year program. 

Did you receive assistance when applying to the scholarship?

The HSAC office and the Scholarship Foundation office 
helped applying. I strongly recommend attending workshops 
and activities sponsored by these two offices on campus. 
It pays off to get involved in extracurricular activities 
and it feels good to help others to achieve their dreams.

What tips would you give to students that will apply for the 
Point Foundation Scholarship, or other scholarships?

When writing an essay you must observe the suggested word count. 
You are usually required to write a brief essay . I suggest you make 
an appointment with any of the writing instructors on campus. 
You will be amazed once you are finished writing your paper. 

INTERVIEW BY MAURICIO PIRATOVA
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